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Preface

Sometime before dawn on 28 July 2010, High River’s museum caught 
fire. Housed in an old railway station originally built in 1893, the 
Museum of the Highwood had withstood the tests of time. Given its 
age, it was something of a miracle that the building wasn’t destroyed. 
All the same, the collection was nearly ruined by the smoke and, iron-
ically, by the sprinklers that doused the flames.

Hearing the news on the radio the next day, I headed south from 
Calgary to see if I could lend a hand. Other people had had the same 
idea. In the crowded parking lot, volunteers were milling around triage 
tents, piecing together and boxing up salvaged artifacts. An awning, 
flapping in the wind, sheltered flats of bottled water. No one had much 
time to stand around, however. A co-ordinator hurriedly suited me up 
in protective white plastic coveralls, hardhat, goggles, and a stifling-
ly hot mask. Now duded in my own search-and-rescue outfit, I joined 
others entering the building to retrieve anything that could be saved.

Volunteers had already cleared most of the main floor, so I worked 
with a couple of others in the basement. We followed electrical cords to 
emergency lights propped here and there on steel stands in the bowels 
of the building. Water pooled on the wooden steps and across the large 
cement boiler-room floor.

Here was the community’s morgue of material culture. There were 
water-soaked saddles, boxes upon boxes of vintage milk bottles from 
the 1950s, rodeo event trophies, musical instruments, typewriters, and 
1920s radios. Something struck me while attending them: the Museum 
of the Highwood preserved the pastimes, passions, and profits pursued 
along the Highwood River, which flows right through High River. Not 
many communities build museums in honour of their rivers.

As I lugged heavy brass spittoons and kerosene burners to the truck 
outside, I began thinking about that. High River was, and is, a fishing 
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community. Its special relationship to fish seems to set High River apart 
from agricultural towns farther east, especially in the drier irrigation 
districts of the prairies. For well over a century, town citizens ardently 
defended their river to preserve its angling. The folks in High River 
took up fish conservation a lot earlier than most people now realize.

A few months later, serendipitously, Calgary’s Chinook Country 
Historical Society asked me to speak about early trout conservation in 
Southern Alberta. Although I had written on the topic in the past, it 
had been years since I had even thought about anglers and fish conserv-
ation. Nevertheless, the fire at the museum started me thinking about 
how quickly stories are lost. While preparing for the talk, I revisited 
notes taken during visits to Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa, 
where I had discovered boxes and boxes of letters and reports sent to 
the Department of Marine and Fisheries by members of local angling 
associations in Alberta before 1930. Given the challenges of navigating 
the murky depths of the fisheries archives, it was perhaps not surpris-
ing that much of the correspondence had largely languished unread. 
But opening the files, I had found anglers opining on the characteris-
tics of Alberta’s native fish and sharing their alarms about conservation 
and fisheries policy. It was impressive to me that anglers were hardly of 
a single mind about how to save their streams from overfishing, how 
to protect native favourites, how to jigger with season dates to promote 
certain fish and discourage others, and whether to introduce exotic 
species and, if so, which ones. In my talk, then, I ended up discussing 
not only the aims of but also the squabbles among early conservation-
ists, whose infighting revealed the varying perspectives on nature that 
animated them in those years.

After the talk, an individual came forward. He worked with num-
erous groups of conservationists concerned with, among other things, 
the proliferation of exotics in the province and the drift toward priva-
tizing access to fish and game resources. The story I had told that night 
was playing out in Alberta streams in the present, he said, impress-
ing on me the importance of telling it to a larger audience. The lecture 
was thirty-five minutes long. But those two events—my talk and the 
burning of the museum—got me thinking and writing. This book grew 
from that.
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Introduction

In December 1929, High River residents crowded into a local court-
room. They were not there for the trial of a cattle rustler or barroom 
brawler arrested in High River’s Gateway Hotel the weekend before. 
Townsfolk were cramming the benches in hopes of seeing two men 
punished for having, as everyone presumed, caught trout on closed 
tributary streams in the foothills the month before.1

Things did not look good for the accused—B. F. Brown and H. L. 
Blaman, both from the foothills town of Turner Valley, to the north-
west of High River. As the court heard, the two had stopped over on 
a hunting trip to stay in a cabin on the TL Ranch. Largely by chance, 
a ranch caretaker had interrupted their visit to chat. Afterwards, he 
slipped word to the local fishery guardian that he had discovered a 
crate in the back of the cabin with no fewer than thirty-one fine trout 
cached inside.

The two men now faced their fate.
They must have felt a bit overwhelmed. A formidable crowd was 

present. A good portion of the High River Fish and Game Association—
founded in 1920 as the Highwood River Angling Protective 
Association—filled the room. The association counted George Lane as 
its honorary vice-president. Lane was the legendary cattle rancher and 
horse breeder under whose ownership the nearby Bar U Ranch had 
grown to massive proportions. And none other than Edward, Prince 
of Wales—an avid angler on his stocked lake at the EP Ranch, not far 
from the Bar U—was the association’s honorary president. Although 
the royal heir apparent was not in attendance, his spirit was conveyed 
by the Union Jack hanging in the room. It seemed that High River’s 
wealthiest and most powerful folk, not to mention the very weight of 
the British Empire, was bearing down on the two unfortunate men 
from Turner Valley.
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A magistrate was brought all the way from Calgary, at a cost of 
$17 to the federal fisheries department. The prosecutor was Alec A. 
Ballachey, High River’s respected town lawyer—an ardent angler who 
was also the angling association’s president. Not only did he represent 
the Crown, but he did it free of charge. The trial lasted well over four 
hours, with the federal fisheries inspector for Alberta, R. T. Rodd, serv-
ing as court stenographer.2

Evidence mounted against the accused. Although the ranch care-
taker did not specify the species of the thirty-one trout, they probably 
included the revered cutthroat, the region’s unrivalled “king of fishes.” 
Treasured by Highwood River anglers, it was highly rated for its su-
perior sportiness and, as any angler in the room could attest, plump 
and “fat as butter.”3 The caretaker recollected that the fish in the crate 
were “quite fresh from the stream, and chilled but not frozen,” and, 
even more damning, he recounted how he had later emptied the cabin’s 
pot-bellied stove and, like skeletons falling from a closet, trout bones 
had tumbled from the cold ashes.4

Almost everyone in the room seemed to be anticipating a guilty 
verdict. Only when the defending lawyer produced a surprise witness, 
a certain Mr. R. White, did a crack appear in the conservationists’ 
case. White, also a Turner Valley man, could swear on a stack of Bibles 
that he had been with the hunting party during most of their stay and 
that not a person fished or ate fish the entire time. Doubt had been 
cast. Ultimately, the magistrate from Calgary dismissed the charges. 
Yet, despite losing their case, the Highwood River protectionists were 
not entirely discouraged. D. A. Richardson, the Calgary area fisheries 
overseer, thought the case affirmed that “public opinion is assisting in 
protection.”5 Rodd, reporting in a letter to Ottawa, felt that the trial 
illustrated to “would-be offenders that it is not safe to take a chance, as 
they do not know who will report them.”6

Throughout the foothills of Southern Alberta, anglers had for some 
time mounted campaigns to protect local rivers and streams, declar-
ing something of a war against fish “hogs” and out-of-season angling. 
They were taking to task interlopers who trammelled stream banks and 
plundered the wealth of tributaries. Particularly vexing locals in towns 
and villages were city folk and other outsiders whom they viewed as 
fancy-pants tourists hauling trout away from their streams. By the 
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mid-1920s, they had turned to the courts to pressure magistrates to 
punish poachers more severely.

High River, in that respect, was proving a contentious battleground 
in the fight to save streams from overfishing. In 1926, two Calgary an-
glers, the “Pekisko Poachers” (so christened by a Calgary newspaper), 
were hauled into court for casting flies in Pekisko Creek, a local tribu-
tary of the Highwood that had been closed to fishing. High River’s an-
glers were already on hand, pressing the court to award nothing less 
than $1,000 fines to both offenders. They felt it only right to do so, since 
members of the association had clearly posted the fine on tin signs up 
and down the Highwood, warning possible offenders to “Beware.” As 
a writer for the Calgary Albertan wryly observed, High River’s anglers 
took their “fishing propensities seriously.” Fortunately for the two men 
involved, the fine given was only $60, but, even at that, fines in High 

 
FIGURE 0.1 

A Trout Paradise: Pekisko Creek ca., 1923. EP Ranch Fonds, NA-2626-21 Glenbow 
Library and Archives.
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River, ranging from $50 to $60 at the time were the highest awarded in 
the province—the equivalent, respectively, of $900 and $1000 today.7

Not only Highwood basin anglers landed in trouble in the 1920s. 
In 1928, Didsbury’s townsfolk mobilized in the case of four young men 
who had arrived at their homes with suspiciously well-laden creels 
after fishing the nearby Rosebud River. When dead fish had floated 
downstream a while later, and someone remembered one of the youths 
purchasing dynamite the previous fall, the four were charged with ex-
ploding it in the stream.

The town’s anglers leapt into the fray. The protective association 
rented the Didsbury movie theatre for the trial, drawing a “large at-
tendance.” If the entire town citizenry was not there, probably everyone 
knew someone who was. Those present heard the father of two of the 
youths admit that his “boys were fishing,” that they returned with “a 
large number of fish,” and that “dynamite was used to kill them.”8 A $20 
fine was handed to each of the boys—no doubt heaping public shame 
on the offenders and their families for quite some time to come. R. T. 
Rodd, again present at the Disbury trial, was confident that everyone 
in the area now knew that “public sentiment is against such offences.”9

During the decade following World War I, concerns about conserv-
ation steadily mounted, not only in the foothills of Southern Alberta 
but elsewhere in the province. By 1930, forty-four fish and game pro-
tective associations had formed, one in almost every town and city in 
Alberta.10 It is not surprising. The economic development in the prov-
ince during the post-war period had made further impact on finned, 
feathered, and four-legged creatures. It did not take much of a sharp eye 
to see biotic life stressed in a time of increasing industrialization, urban 
and town building, and the growing popularity of outdoor leisure pur-
suits, including angling. As in the United States, from the pioneer era 
onward, conservation of some form typically followed from depletion 
and waste in nature. Although some early environmentalists adopted 
what can be called a preservationist stance, arguing that nature should 
be protected in its original, pristine state, the focus of conservationists 
generally fell on rationally managing nature’s bounty for the long-term 
benefit of the public.11

Just who made decisions about how to do that was not entirely 
clear-cut, however. There certainly were the affluent and politically 
powerful political elites who became, at times, the leading force behind 
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state-sponsored conservation initiatives.12 In the spirit of “progressive” 
reform, and often alongside influential sporting groups, conservation-
ists evicted First Nations and Métis from traditional hunting territories 
and criminalized many of the activities of subsistence hunters.13 The 
history of conservation is often a dark one where formal legislation 
and wildlife management techniques constrained the activities of First 
Nations, poor people, and immigrants who depended on both hunt-
ing and fishing to feed themselves.14 Both politically influential settlers 
and governments also set aside lands as “wilderness” parks, such as the 
creation of Rocky Mountains Park in 1885 (now Banff National Park), 
a Dominion Forest Park in 1895 (now Waterton Lakes National Park), 
and Jasper Forest Park in 1907.15

Conservation also often depended on a growing perception that 
nature should be managed by scientific knowledge, typically wielded by 
government experts. Founded on early scientific understandings of na-
ture, conservationists were frequently at odds with community-based 
initiatives grounded in experiential and received ecological knowledge. 
These tensions were particularly evident in fisheries management.16

At the same time, while acknowledging the capacity of urban social 
elites, bureaucrats, and scientists, it is still important to understand the 
power of grassroots initiatives at the local level in determining conserv-
ation policies.17 Alberta’s conservation history cannot be adequately 
framed solely as a top-down enterprise. Along Alberta’s Eastern Slopes, 
as elsewhere in Western Canada, conservation came initially from 
streamside, beginning almost as soon as settlers arrived and growing 
in force after the big boom of immigration in the 1890s—not long after 
anglers in the western United States began undertaking conservation 
measures in earnest.

Anglers took up conservation at water’s edge. Their work differed 
from many pioneering pursuits. Certainly, angling was different from 
fishing. Angling was a sport, a pastime, and, depending on its practice, 
an art form—a pursuit usually landing fish on a dinner table rather 
than storing it in the larder for future use. Officially, the law recognized 
“angling” as fishing with a hook and line usually mounted on a rod, in 
contrast to net fishing, fish trapping, and other means of catching fish in 
large quantities. Angling was really all about a fisher catching only a sin-
gle fish at a time.18 In her study of American sport fisheries in the Rocky 
Mountains, Jen Corrinne Brown recognizes that, largely for pragmatic 
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reasons, settlers chose to regulate their consumption of fish, developing 
“community-centered angling rules” that reveal a “sharing of conserva-
tion ideals among classes.”19 Incoming settlers tended to take a proactive 
approach, with angling associations forming in rural communities to 
draw up rules and guard their precious streams against overfishing.

While these associations certainly boasted their well-to-do and 
socially prominent members, concerns about conservation were by no 
means restricted to the well-heeled charter factions of small-town com-
munities. Far more than merely reflecting class interests, anglers who 
shared certain values and attitudes toward fishing and fish protection 
joined together, creating associations that cut across social lines and 
economic strata. The policies they advocated joined communities in 
efforts to safeguard the quality of local rivers and streams. Even as the 
bureaucratic state increasingly centralized conservation policy, these 
local angling associations continued to exert pressure from the bot-
tom up. Indeed, in the towns scattered across Alberta’s Eastern Slopes, 
locals often impressed grassroots conservation efforts on government, 
rather than the other way around.

Federal fisheries officials took local folk and their associations very 
seriously. If anglers in a town wanted certain fish protected or certain 
streams closed, the government generally acceded to their pressures or 
at least attempted to strike a compromise. An association could demand 
that the federal government appoint a paid fishery guardian to patrol 
local streams; it might write letters and send reports and petitions to 
Ottawa; and, if all else failed, it could also mount a mass community 
campaign that could deeply embarrass locally elected territorial, prov-
incial, or federal officials. An association also censured its own mem-
bers if they disobeyed the laws and kept an eye on everyone else to make 
sure that they followed the rules. In fact, fisheries officials depended on 
local angling associations to help them enforce fishing regulations, to 
report real or potential problems and generally to serve as stewards of 
the environment.20 In short, a good deal of power consolidated in local 
communities for small-town anglers to exert a considerable influence 
on federal fisheries policy.

Yet, in matters of conservation, anglers were—and still are—far 
from united in their views. And their inclination to take a strong stand 
on an issue is highly pertinent to the history of conservation. As will be-
come clear, different groups of anglers in Alberta frequently disagreed 
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with each other and quickly divided into town and country cabals. In 
High River, as elsewhere, a community of anglers cleaved to its own 
set of views on the appropriate season dates, on the introduction of 
non-native fish, and on the regulations written in Ottawa—which, until 
1930, continued to own and regulate the province’s fish populations. 
Even after 1928, when the Alberta Fish and Game Association brought 
multiple conservation groups under the umbrella of a single associ-
ation, many conservation associations remained ardently independent 
in outlook.21 Although they sometimes joined into alliances over par-
ticular policies, they still often disagreed about how best to manage fish 
populations in order to safeguard—or, in some cases, to enhance—the 
bounty of a local river or streams.

Given that responsibility for abiding by and enforcing conservation 
measures so often devolved to local associations, anglers had every rea-
son to take a keen and proprietary interest in the streams around them. 
Disagreements were the product, in part, of their local understandings 
of nature. In formulating their positions on local stream management, 
angling associations chiefly drew not on the scientific theories of gov-
ernment experts—in fact, they frequently relied not a whit on science. 
Their understandings of nature were derived from the experience of 
their members. Then, as now, anglers, especially fly fishers, could talk 
at length about the fine characteristics of a native trout species and 
the larger biotic world in which it swam. In communities, those who 
commanded such knowledge were recognized experts. It was a fish 
and game association that developed a community’s customary under-
standing of nature, while it also cultivated relationships with fisheries 
officials that conferred on them quite a bit of local control over stream 
management.

Grounded, as they were, in their lived experience, it isn’t surpris-
ing that the policies advocated by anglers in Alberta’s towns and cities 
sometimes lacked cohesion, reflecting a pluralistic rather than a uni-
form understanding of nature. For the most part, the grassroots con-
servation movement, and the significant civic engagement that it repre-
sented, channelled local concerns to government about specific rivers, 
streams, and lakes, sometimes with little reference to the bigger picture. 
And not surprisingly, given this lack of co-ordination, the measures 
that these groups succeeded in putting in place had unintended conse-
quences for others, including the fish swimming in streams.
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Over time, scientific research refined and then overturned many 
of the views of these early Albertan “stewards.” In the 1950s, fisheries 
biologists, through significant experimental research and careful field 
studies, revolutionized perspectives on trout behaviours and their life 
histories in Alberta and decisively challenged approaches to conserva-
tion still popular in angling communities. In Alberta, it was zoologist 
R. B. Miller at the University of Alberta who helped to persuasively 
shake “the backbone of traditional trout management” and its four 
main pillars of regulation: closed seasons, minimum size limits, the 
permanent closure of tributary “nursery” streams, and hatchery fry 
stream plantings.22 All of these approaches dominated the work of 
Alberta’s angling communities. Still, one cannot discount the many 

 
MAP 0.1 

Major Rivers in Alberta. Map by author.
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ranchers and farmers, city barristers, clergy, mineworkers, and shop-
keepers who wielded authority within their communities as experts on 
the natural world. As members of local angling associations, they pro-
moted a vision of the way in which the underwater world of Western 
Canada could be both imagined and managed.

To view these people in their work, the following chapters flow as 
do the streams of Alberta’s southern watersheds—through the channels 
cut deep into the Eastern Slopes of the Rockies, alongside which com-
munities have grown. I begin with an overview of the rapid changes 
that were occurring in the Canadian West by the end of the nineteenth 
century, changes that had, by the start of the World War I, prompted 
a lot of concern about fish. Conservation gained its first expression in 
Calgary with the founding of Alberta’s first fish and game protective 
association in 1907. Chapter 2 examines what happened in Calgary 
before and after World War I when the city’s population continued to 
increase, industrial development expanded apace, and fish began to fall 
in numbers on the Bow River and its tributaries, a problem that food 
shortages during the war years had only exacerbated. Anglers watched 
with growing consternation as the most intensively angled streams in 
the area, particularly the Bow River itself, underwent significant alter-
ation from urban growth, pollution, and almost no end of water diver-
sion projects.

Within Calgary’s angling community, rifts began developing dur-
ing the war and deepened in the immediate post-war period. The more 
serious—and, certainly, the most skilled—anglers in the city sought to 
protect the region’s native trout, the cutthroat, as well as to preserve ex-
isting season dates that favoured this local hero. The city’s new booster 
upstarts, however, led the charge for earlier, tourist-pleasing seasons 
and launched a concerted war on bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus) 
and other “coarse” varieties of fish. By getting rid of unwanted spe-
cies, they reasoned, predation on esteemed varieties would be reduced, 
and that would leave more room in streams for game fish. The same 
anglers pressed for an earlier season opening, even though hazardous 
to spring-spawning cutthroat, as well as an earlier closing in the fall, 
which would protect the potentially larger and tourist-pleasing popula-
tions of fall-spawning Rocky Mountain whitefish (Prosopium william-
soni), commonly called grayling in Southern Alberta. These booster 
anglers also championed, controversially, the introduction of exotics.
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Chapter 3 directs the focus to the Highwood River, a quieter 
watershed, and the work of anglers in High River, who unabashed-
ly privileged the Highwood as the best fly-fishing stream in Western 
Canada—some dared say in North America. Ardent cutthroat pres-
ervationists, they worked at odds with those who had wearied of the 
native cutthroat and were now pressing for the introduction of exotics 
into mountain streams. High River’s anglers identified cutthroat as the 
fish most natural to western watersheds. Their greatest concern for this 
native beauty related to the masses of outsiders, especially urbanites 
from Calgary who, by the early 1920s, were converging by train and 
car on the town’s trout sanctuaries. Their solution—tributary closure—
became the most significant new direction in fish management, one 
that reflected a particular understanding of how nature operates. In 
the view of High River anglers, watersheds divided between upstream 
sources and downstream wealth. They were convinced that protecting 
“nursery” areas near the source waters could guarantee a perpetual 
supply of fish for themselves and the rising tide of outsiders in their 
midst. A massive, grassroots movement led by High River folk man-
aged to get other foothills communities, including Calgary, on board.

As we will see in chapter 4, the need for more fish was especially 
evident in the southernmost areas of the province. Quite apart from 
tourists arriving in droves to Waterton Lakes National Park and slosh-
ing their way into streams around Lethbridge, large and voracious 
human populations were heavily fishing tributaries of the Oldman 
River, particularly in the Crowsnest valley and the Pincher Creek area. 
Both the social realities and the ecological history of the coal-mining 
districts in the Crowsnest Pass forced conservation onto a different 
course. Measures such as tributary closure did not make sense in the 
Crowsnest. In a region where fish was still a major staple in coal min-
ers’ diets, poaching was rampant, and stream dynamiting common; 
angling enthusiasts believed stream closure simply would not work. 
Instead, towns throughout the Crowsnest valley organized associations 
that embraced a more inclusive approach, aiming to induce coal min-
ers, regardless of ethnic background, to co-operate in conservation ef-
forts. They sought to keep membership fees low and promised to their 
members hatchery disbursements to support a more abundant food 
fishery. These associations favoured the opening of rivers to legitimate 
angling, this to crowd out skulking and dynamite-wielding poachers.



11Introduction

At the same time, many sports-minded anglers in Southern 
Alberta had, like much of their angling brethren farther north, grown 
impatient with what they perceived as the shortcomings of native trout. 
Clamouring for larger, “sportier” fish, they advocated ridding waters 
of some species and replacing them with new, exotic ones—an inter-
ventionist approach that would, in the end, radically change stream 
ecologies. During the pioneer era, overfishing mattered. But not well 
appreciated were the impacts of mining and railway construction, 
which already had gone a long way toward overwhelming stream ecol-
ogy. Log runs, large-scale agricultural operations, ranching, and irriga-
tion diversions added to these disturbances—to the point that fish were 
finding their watery world uninhabitable. At the time, anglers believed 
that fishing—that is, the rising pressure on streams from anglers them-
selves—was to blame for the startling decline in fish populations. A 
relatively simple remedy, they thought, would be to boost fish numbers 
through hatchery fry.

As chapter 5 explains, it fell to the Banff hatchery to boost streams 
in an effort both to implement government conservation policies and 
to satisfy the wishes of anglers landing trout. As hatchery staff soon 
discovered, however, production could barely keep up with demand for 
frisky cutthroat—and, in some cases, for fish of any kind. Initially, the 
government’s policy against the introduction of exotics formed a bul-
wark against town and city angling groups pressing for sporty aliens. 
Given pragmatic considerations and sheer popular support for such 
interventions, however, federal officials were obliged to reconsider. 
Shortly after the war, the hatchery began introducing rainbow trout 
(Oncorhynchus mykiss) into the streams of Southern Alberta. These 
newcomers were followed in the Red Deer River basin by Loch Leven 
brown trout (Salmo trutta levenensis), Nipigon brook trout (Salvelinus 
fontinalis), and German brown trout (Salmo trutta). Elsewhere, West 
Coast steelheads were thrown in, as well as Atlantic salmon (Salmo 
salar), and lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush). Local streams began to 
lose some of their distinctive character.

The final chapter examines the impact of tourism on recreational 
fishing during the 1920s, a decade in which more efficient railway ser-
vice and, above all, the growing affordability of the private automobile 
boosted numbers of sport fishers. In rural areas, invading visitors—
apt to leave behind heaps of garbage or accidentally set fire to hay 
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meadows—disturbed the serenity of quiet ranch landscapes, earning 
the enmity of locals. To the west of Calgary, Rocky Mountains Park 
attracted an ever-expanding influx of tourists who crowded the shores 
of lakes and, especially, converged upon the upper Bow River. These 
recreationalists were heavily indebted to technology, and not merely in 
the form of automobiles. Often relatively new to fishing, they generally 
chose baitcasting over fly fishing. As tourists, they arrived festooned 
with a wide range of elaborate lures, spoons, and other new-fangled 
fishing equipment now proffered by virtually every sporting goods 
store in Calgary and Banff. In contrast to fly fishing, which tends to 
be a solitary pursuit requiring considerable concentration, baitcasting 
is a far more social activity. Rather than hiking up streams to reach 
quiet, isolated pools, automobile tourists usually camped right beside 
rivers and lakes, and clustered together to socialize. Often travelling 
with their families and constrained by holiday schedules, they often 
had little time to gain a keen sense and understanding of the natural 
beauty around them. More often, nature became a thing to visit and 
view from afar to capture in photographs, a distancing that helped to 
entrench an understanding of nature as “wilderness”—pristine, mag-
nificent, and more remote from their own experience.

Conservationists in Southern Alberta reacted in varying ways to 
the changes in their natural world, changes not only to the ecologic-
al balance of streams and forests, but also to the relationship between 
human beings and the natural world. Like conservationists elsewhere, 
they embraced the view that nature was something that could, and 
should, be improved upon by human intervention, and that the en-
vironmental problems stemming from human transformations of the 
landscape could be resolved by further transformations.

Accordingly, the efforts of conservationists were directed less at 
preserving what was original than at refashioning it in light of the de-
clining abundance around them. Present-day Albertans are attempting 
to reconcile their ways of life with the pace and scale of environmental 
change around them, especially as their own transformations of the 
environment raise questions about the future of the biosphere. We 
might do well to reflect on Alberta conservationists’ engagement in the 
1920s—and their concerted efforts to save cold-water streams of the 
Rocky Mountains while they fished them.



13

1 
The Pioneer Era and the End of 
Superabundance

Many Albertans in the 1920s had seen it all. A single generation wit-
nessed a widespread transformation of prairie, parkland, and foothills 
environments. In the decades prior to World War I, pioneers joined 
a transcontinental reconfiguration of the living landscape as they ex-
panded new ways of life and improved upon their agricultural and 
urban economies.1 These frontiersmen, first-comers, sodbusters, and 
“improvers” of the land were both the agents of change and the re-
cipients of the economic payouts attending the progress they directed. 
At the same time, they gained a sense of alarm for a process that had 
apparently taken on a life of its own. With new industries and more 
intensive agricultural and ranching activities spreading across the 
landscape, the pastoral and idyllic elements of the improved landscapes 
that they had laid down—160-acre homesteads, rolling rangeland, and 
towns and cities—raised new questions and quandaries.

The same generation that had taken pride in the land’s settlement 
recognized some of the collateral damage of economic development. 
Theirs was an age cohort that could see environmental changes in their 
own lifetimes. They did not, then, like often happens, forget a previous 
generation’s experiences and see the environmental situation around 
them as the “normal state of nature.”2 They saw hillsides gutted and 
eroded by widespread and intensive forestry practices, overgrazed 
stream banks deteriorating into mud, fescue ranges grazed to their 
very gravels, rivers poisoned, and lakes emptied. More impressively, 
these changes—consequences of the supposed improvements to the 
wilderness often made by the same generation—occurred remarkably 
quickly.
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Albertans could measure crudely the impact of development in 
terms of natural abundance. If Westerners of the 1920s imaginative-
ly stepped back in time to compare their world with the streams and 
fields before settlement, the world they inhabited was the poorer one. 
Because of the rapid shift toward what John McNeill has described as 
the exosomatic energy regime—that is, toward a reliance on sources of 
energy produced outside the human body, by the burning of carbon 
fuels—processes of landscape change had been quick and widespread, 
and they proved devastating to birds and other wildlife.3 Even on the 
prairie, where human labour, rather than machines, was responsible for 
most of the transformation of buffalo grassland into tree belts, irriga-
tion ditches, and quarter-sectioned cropland, the effects were arresting. 
There were fewer birds in the air and fish in the water, and the herds of 
wild herbivores roaming the land shrank in size. After the great settle-
ment rush began in 1896, the toll on the Albertan landscape became 
quite apparent to western town and city folk. In Saskatchewan’s farm-
ing lands, perhaps as much as 80 percent of grasslands and 50 percent 
of woodlands were lost in the first decades of the twentieth century 
through intensive settlement. Agriculture had a major impact—even, 
in some cases, causing extirpation—on the roughly 184 prairie bird 
species and dozens of grassland wildlife species native to the West.4

Nature’s limits were certainly understood in Alberta streams. If the 
region’s resources could be quickly exhausted through overuse, waste, 
and unregulated consumption, it was realized knee-deep in streams 
where Westerners fished. Certainly not everyone shared in this per-
spective. Not everyone angled. And surely, only a minority of early pi-
oneers took to the art of fly fishing, where they might develop a keen 
sensitivity to rivers, environments, and fish behaviour. But anyone who 
had experience fishing in Alberta’s Eastern Slope streams and rivers 
saw change by the first decade of the twentieth century. Throughout 
the 1880s and 1890s, Calgarians grew quite accustomed to newspaper 
reports of massive landings along the Bow River within city limits. In 
1884 (before angling permits with a daily bag limit were introduced to 
Alberta in 1907), Wheeler Mickle, of Calgary, promised to supply the 
entire town with fish after taking in three days of fishing seventy-two, 
forty and thirty-two trout.5 In 1886, “excellent fishing” was reported 
in Calgary’s river when W. E. Green landed a 10.5 lb trout on a fly.6 
There was the fishing spree of Joseph Bannerman, another Calgarian, 
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who caught ten trout all weighing nine pounds on average, this in but 
a half hour; and Mr. Newson, on the same day and in the same time 
period, catching thirteen eleven-pounders.7 The newspaper questioned 
the techniques of another Calgary “sportsman” who took advantage 
of Chinook conditions in January 1890 to use a shotgun to kill a 
ten-pounder trout in the Bow, right in town limits.8 Not only the Bow 
in Calgary teemed with fish life. In 1901, the Calgary Weekly Herald 
drew attention to the “five pounders” regularly landed at High River, 
along with a “beautiful” eighteen-pounder whose skeleton was being 
preserved for display as a reminder to sceptics that “all fishers are not 
liars” in that town.9

But these massive creels were becoming a thing of the past by World 
War I. Development had taken its toll, and the land’s wealth was ap-
parently being squandered. Albertans were joining an important new 
sensibility developing across North America. What is now referred to 
as the progressive conservation movement took shape as governments 
promoted science, engineering, and other forms of human expertise to 
remedy the wasteful and rapid depletion of resources that had occurred 
during the great leaps of expansion in industrialized mining, forestry, 
fishing, and agriculture.10 Forest conservation was an early priority for 
provincial and federal governments, and, by the late 1890s, administra-
tors were hiring engineers and planning experts to encourage resource 
industries and businesses to organize and mechanize their operations 
with a view to enabling the long-term exploitation of resources.11 In 
the first decade of the new century, Theodore Roosevelt’s administra-
tion in the United States made conservation a priority, as did Wilfrid 
Laurier’s Liberal government in Canada.12 Both nations created com-
missions of conservation in order to provide federal leadership in 
promoting more efficient and sustainable use of natural resources. 
Roosevelt appointed the National Conservation Commission in 1908 
and, early in 1909, convened the first North American Conservation 
Conference, held in Washington, DC, to which representatives from 
Canada, Newfoundland, and Mexico were invited. That year also saw 
the signing of the Boundary Waters Treaty between Canada and the 
United States, which, among other provisions, stipulated that “waters 
flowing across the boundary shall not be polluted on either side to the 
injury of health or property on the other.”13
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FIGURE 1.1 

Catching a fish, Waterton Lakes, ca. 1920s. W. J. Oliver collection, NA-4868-139os, 
Glenbow Library and Archives.
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In Canada, the Commission of Conservation, founded in 1909, 
sponsored university and resource experts to disseminate studies and 
information to provinces. The commission helped develop a framework 
for wildlife conservation, one of its most important work resulting 
in the Migratory Birds Convention of 1916.14 The same commission 
spurred the creation of a federal-provincial Advisory Board on Wildlife 
Protection, formed in 1916, composed of powerful senior officials from 
a number of federal ministries, to aid in seeing the convention respect-
ed, especially in northern Canada and among Canada’s First Nations, 
many with existing treaty hunting freedoms.15

Those involved in the movement were inherently optimistic. If 
its use was properly managed and efficiently planned, nature could 
provide for sustainable economic growth. This attitude was especial-
ly prevalent in Canada, where planners believed that the example of 
waste in the United States could be avoided.16 Albertans sharing in the 
experience of nature’s precipitous decline were therefore hopeful that 
a combination of foresight and their own interventions could correct 
initial human efforts to tame and transform the natural landscape.

In the case of freshwater fisheries, the growing popularity of fly 
fishing as a sport played a critical part in the early evolution of the 
conservation movement. Inspired by works such as Izaak Walton’s The 
Compleat Angler, sport fishers developed codes of ethics, worked to 
preserve certain sportier fish species in streams, campaigned against 
wasting fish, and often took a hand in weeding out what they regarded 
as coarse species (that is, fish not deemed to be game fish) while at the 
same time advocating the introduction of new species that would, as 
they saw it, improve stream environments. In the United States, where 
completely frantic frontier developments had wrecked streams and pol-
lution had killed fish, sometimes across entire watersheds, anglers took 
up conservation. They reintroduced species by planting fish cultivated 
at hatcheries, and they joined associations to champion the principles 
of anglers in Great Britain who attempted to promote honourable sport 
along riverways.17 In the 1890s, hordes from the middle class joined 
their numbers. Anglers on vacation from wage-earning jobs or salaried 
employment used rail transportation to invade what had formerly been 
private lakes and rivers reserved for the wealthy often through leases. 
These middle-class anglers tirelessly advocated the activity in popular 
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magazines and, simply by virtue of their large numbers, considerably 
broadened the base of the sport.18

Sport in the Last Best West
But whereas conservation and angling protective associations were 
well established in the United States and eastern Canada, in the settler 
society of Canada’s “Last Best West,” both had been slower to gather 
momentum. As the building of the Canadian Pacific Railway opened 
the prairies to settlement, an interest in conserving fish and game de-
veloped piecemeal. So did any widespread adherence to angling as a 
sport. Despite the numbers of sportsmen in the Territories, it is telling 
that in 1885 troops at Fort Calgary wanting more fish for their mess 
had to be reminded by the Calgary Daily Herald that even if nearby 
“rivers abound in trout, fishing is not a western sport.”19 Fly fishing 
remained a pursuit of likely a very small minority of the overall pioneer 
population. The Qu’Appelle Progress in 1892 described two rural fish-
ermen who had become “anxious to become fly fishermen but had had 
neither the time nor money to indulge in the pastime.” They resolved to 
try it out, with mixed results. The more successful of the pair resorted 
to dropping worms as chum from a boat before hooking lake trout with 
a pole. Apparently, the difficult fly tying, casting techniques and “the 
new arrangements city chaps use” were beyond these farmer fishers.20

There were certainly sportsmen in the west. On a Saturday evening 
in 1886, at a “well attended meeting of sportsmen” in Fort Macleod, 
an organization calling itself the Southern Alberta Game Protective 
Association was founded.21 Although its members undertook a critical 
appraisal of existing game ordinances, they focussed most of their atten-
tion on preventing First Nations from engaging in what the association 
perceived as the overhunting of antelope, mountain sheep, goat, and 
deer in the vicinity of the settlement.22 More popular than conserva-
tion-oriented associations in these early communities were the rod and 
gun clubs that formed in small towns almost as soon as the Canadian 
Pacific Railway was laid down and the first wooden storefronts sprang 
up.23 These clubs would sometimes send letters and petitions to the gov-
ernment regarding matters of conservation, with the hunting freedoms 
given by treaty to First Nations a favourite subject of complaint. For 
the most part, though, their time was given to providing attractive fish 
and game opportunities for visiting sportsmen and getting together to 
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swap stories about their own recreational adventures. They found the 
Canadian West a sportsman’s Eden, and they frolicked in it.24

Meanwhile, conservation was not practiced much by western pion-
eers themselves. Few would have prescribed to a sporting ethic when 
it came to wild animals, birds, and fish. Rough times hounded them 
throughout the 1880s and early 1890s, when crops often failed and a 
steady supply of meat from domestic animals was not reliably avail-
able. Pioneers needed to eat. They had few scruples about fishing and 
hunting excessively to fill their larders, especially if it could be done 
quickly enough to leave time for other work. Their fishing techniques 
were usually rudimentary: throw a net across a stream and come back 
later, nail used gunny sacks onto the openings of beaver dams, heave 
pitchforks into spawning runs. They pickled trout in barrels to preserve 
food for the coming winter.

The supply of fish did seem unlimited, anyways. As described by 
the earliest European explorers, rivers and lakes were positively teem-
ing with beautiful, large fish there for the taking. First Nations, who 
had fished in the region for a very long time, had a far better grasp 
of fish populations. The Stoney, for instance, called Cataract Creek, a 
tributary of the Highwood, hora winijbi wapti, or “no fish river.”25 But 
the first explorers on these streams saw the west as pristine and fish 
abundant. James Hector—accompanying John Palliser’s expedition, a 
massive inventory and mapping exploration of the West—spent time 
on the Highwood River where it flowed into the Bow, “a clear stream, 
40 yards in width, rising in the Rocky Mountains.” Stoney were there 
in 1859, camping at the crossing, just as Hector and his companions 
arrived. Hector’s party then loaded horses and wound a “zig zag” trail 
up to the benchlands over the Highwood valley, finding it all “very 
picturesque” and soon set about to fish. “As the evening was dull and 
overcast,” Hector wrote, “and the river looked favourable, some of us 
tried fishing with the very rough tackle we possessed.” This amounted 
to “some common twine and a few large unmounted cod-hooks, with-
out gut, hair line, rod, or any of the civilized appliances.”26 In a scant 
ninety minutes, his party had caught thirty-six trout, “none of which 
were less than three quarters of a pound weight and most of them from 
one to one and a half pounds.” He described two varieties, one “with 
silvery scales and with firm salmon-tinted flesh and the other brightly 
sparkled, but the flesh white, soft and watery.” He was likely describing 
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cutthroat and bull trout. He also mentioned, “we had seen a third spe-
cies, the shape of which was different.”27

Explorers were often military officers and members of Britain’s 
upper class, most of them ardent big game hunters and anglers who 
brought with them a predilection for catching fish on the fly. They 
served, as sportsmen, as the advance guard of Empire.28 The Viscount 
Milton, the sixth Earl Fitzwilliam, and his personal physician, Dr. 
Walter Cheadle, angled these western waters. Just outside of Edmonton 
House in 1863, fur trader Colin Fraser took time to instruct them 
on fancy fly ties for mountain streams: “We made several large flies 
on gimp hooks with worsted & coloured silk for bodies & speckled 
duck’s feathers for wings; resembling no live fly I had seen,” wrote Dr. 
Cheadle, “but Mr. Fraser assured us Rocky Mountain trout would take 
them greedily.”29

Arriving with groups of roughshod newcomers, prospectors, and 
sodbusters, these well-heeled British anglers stood out. In their strange 
apparel, and with their comparatively complicated rods and reels, they 
constituted a symbolic and impressive intrusion of new ways to use 
nature and understand it.30 Such a spectacle was quite foreign to First 
Nations fishers, who were accustomed to spearing or netting trout, or 
even catching them by hand, using a technique known as “guddling” 
or “tickling.”31 Now they found themselves in competition with sports 
fishers, who were beginning to gain both legal protection and social 
approval for practicing a method of fishing (namely, with rod and reel) 
that was considered more artful, as well as for observing some ethic of 
conservation and landing fish one at a time.

First Nations had, for countless generations, fished in Rocky 
Mountain streams. The Interior Salish peoples, on the other side of 
the Great Divide, routinely fished the streams spilling westward, using 
elaborate traps, nets, and weirs. The Utes were also fishers, using nets 
and baskets to catch cutthroat, especially, which was a mainstay of 
their diet.32 Early travellers through the Crowsnest Pass, amazed by 
the abundance of fish, witnessed First Nations fishing the large trout 
swimming the depths of lakes in the upper Livingstone River in 
1888.33 However, on much of the Eastern Slopes of present-day Alberta, 
bison-hunting First Nations tended to consume less fish. Many of 
these Plains peoples avoided fish altogether or ate fish only when the 
bison hunt failed. Some Plains peoples, such as the Blackfoot (Siksika, 



211 | The Pioneer Era and the End of Superabundance

Kainai, and Piikani), may even have observed taboos against taking 
and eating fish. The more dedicated fish eaters of the Canadian West 
were the Cree and Assiniboine peoples who seasonally inhabited the 
northerly rim of a variegated environment of prairie, parkland, and 
boreal forest running across the present-day mixed forest stands of the 
North Saskatchewan and Saskatchewan drainages. They were hunting 
and gathering “generalists,” seasonally killing and slaughtering bison, 
but readjusting their diets in the early spring, this to consume the fat-
tiest animals possible so that they could make the transition to the oily 
flesh of fish in spring.34 Fishing was important enough to the livelihood 
of First Nations that fishing rights were, like hunting rights, enshrined 
in the numbered treaties.

After the transfer of the North-Western Territory to Canada in 1870, 
actual legal protection for western trout was slow in catching up. The 
first acts to protect fisheries in Manitoba and the Northwest Territories 
focussed on commercial stock. Legislation in 1881 inaugurated a closed 
season on whitefish, abundant in western lakes; it also provided a closed 
season for speckled trout but specified it as Salmo fontinalis, or brook 
trout (now classified Salvelinus fontinalis), native to only a few east-
ern waters of Manitoba.35 A more comprehensive fishery law passed in 
1892 to provide seasonal restrictions on the fishing of “speckled trout 
of any kind,” albeit within a period favouring fall spawners (May 1 to 
September 14).36 The same legislation required commercial fishers and 
farmers to purchase licences, allowing the latter to use nets on lakes, 
but did not require angling permits from those using hook and line.37

In 1894 the law demanded a federal angling permit in all inland 
waters across Canada, with the exception of the Territories. That made 
a huge difference. The federal permit restricted anglers to land trout of 
a minimum size, with a maximum daily creel. And the permit system 
stopped individuals from selling trout “caught with hook and line.”38 
Not so in the Northwest Territories. Without the permit system, fishers 
could sell whatever they caught, in season, beyond their own needs to 
traders, hawkers, and peddlers in towns. They not only sold fish legit-
imately, but quite a few also did so as poachers, using dynamite or nets 
in season to sell trout in the market.39
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Nascent Guardian System
The federal government established a game guardian system in these 
pioneer settings. In the case of game conservation, English statute and 
common law transferred in the North-West Territories Act of 1886. 
After 1892, when the first few game guardians were appointed, the game 
laws included closed seasons, Sunday hunting restrictions, and several 
“fair play” principles for “legal” hunting. As Brian Calliou points out, 
the game guardian system allowed for some of the first inroads into the 
hunting freedoms granted to First Nations by treaty.40 First Nations in 
the southern portion of present-day Alberta, entering treaty in 1877, 
had chosen reserve lands in areas of prime interest to newcomer sports 
hunters and anglers. Along the Eastern Slopes, the Stoney Reserve was 
established on the Bow River at a traditional gathering spot for the 
Stoney (Ĩyãħé Nakoda) called mĩnĩ ѳnĩ wa-pta, or “cold water river.” 
The Siksika took a reserve at Blackfoot Crossing on the Bow, and the 
Kainai, by 1883, had lands reserved between the Belly River and the St. 
Mary, while the Piikani Reserve was located on the Oldman. Much of 
this reserved land was located within or close to what became the few 
remaining prized hunting territories and on prime trout rivers.41

With stream fronts, ranch ranges, and now-surveyed Crown land 
parcelled out in a settler landscape, territorial lines were drawn, despite 
the fact that, in theory, the treaty ensured First Nations the right to 
continue hunting on the lands they had, in the eyes of the government, 
surrendered.42 First Nations, from the earliest pioneer period in the 
West, then faced governments that backed an angler who, as one com-
mentator said, “kills his fish artistically” over anyone—an Indigenous 
person, a hungry settler, or a miner—who took fish by whatever means 
possible.43 First Nations people, like other subsistence fishers competing 
with this new way of fishing, moved into angling when opportunities 
arose or circumstances dictated, sometimes appropriating the new or-
der by hiring on as guides to visiting sport fishers.44 It was even hoped 
that angling might help assimilate subsistence-hunting First Nations 
people. The Stoneys—falling under the game ordinances in 1894, con-
trary to their treaty rights—were encouraged by the resident farming 
instructor at Morley (now Mînî Thnî), P. L. Grasse, to take up hook-
and-line fishing. That way, Stoneys could take game during the open 
hunting season, Grasse wrote, and when it closed, they could fish at 
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“their lake set apart for them in the mountains;” he requested twine, 
fishing hooks, and a boat that would help them.45 Residential school-
ing encouraged angling as part of the supervised life and constrain-
ing curriculum forced on young First Nations. Father J. M. Salaun, at 
the Blood Reserve’s residential school wrote that among the “favourite 
pastimes” of school boys in their “recreation,” beyond football, swim-
ming and shooting with bows and arrows, was fishing the Belly River.46 
Schoolboys at the Blackfoot Reserve at Gleichen were also fishing the 
Bow River as part of their permitted forms of recreation.47 Apparently, 
in 1917, the Stoneys had still not hastened to embrace angling within 
their subsistence rounds when the Alberta inspector of Indian agencies, 
J. A. Markle, informed the Department of Indian Affairs that, although 
the Stoneys “have not in the past liked fish for food,” it was, he hoped, 
“within the realm of possibilities to educate them along this line.”48

Despite concerns about Aboriginal hunting, true game conserva-
tion—and certainly, fish conservation—did not became an issue before 
the early twentieth century. In fact, even during the difficult circum-
stances of the 1890s, when subsistence fishing was often a necessity, 
game guardians were rarely seen, and in many districts, when the first 
actual fishery guardians were appointed to Southern Alberta in 1907, 
the position was often regarded as something of a joke. Pincher Creek, 
the Oldman River from its confluence with the Crowsnest River, and 
the Highwood River got fisheries guardians that year.49 However, pa-
trolling by these early guardians was wanting, to say the least. Pincher 
Creek’s guardian confessed two years after his appointment that “I 
have not attended to the duties of the office. I have some knowledge of 
all the streams as I do considerable driving about but I have done no 
patrol work on any of them.”50 His replacement proved even less effect-
ive, having suffered a mental collapse and needing to return to central 
Canada, leaving the streams around Pincher Creek completely un-
supervised.51 The Highwood River guardian in 1908, William Dunlap, 
though a conscientious guardian, was stretched to patrol the entirety of 
the Highwood River, the Little Bow, and Willow Creek.

One of the problems with early appointments was that the feder-
al government chose fish guardians as it did postal clerks—through 
political patronage. It was the “warm party friend,” who may or may 
not have been interested in conserving fish, who landed the job, along 
with a small book of instructions, a free riding blanket, and a daily 
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patrol wage of $1.80.52 A guardian could also keep 50 percent of fines 
in what was called the moitie system (from the French moitié, “half”). 
But guardians generally patrolled without making a lot of citations. 
Whether out of a lack of commitment to the job or because of intimi-
dation from locals, they seemed reluctant to interfere with the activities 
of their neighbours. Their limited effectiveness is perhaps not surpris-
ing, given that the individuals applying for these positions continued 
to list their political party support as their chief qualification. After the 
Conservative Party’s sweep in the 1911 federal election, one applicant 
declared that he was “English, and a Church of England man. Also a 
Conservative.” Another, writing to demand the job of the current 
guardian in his area, argued that “I have supported your partie [sic] for 
the last twelve years,” while decrying the incumbent as little more than 
a Liberal Party “boss.”53

 
FIGURE 1.2 

Fishing below Spray Falls in Rocky Mountains Park (Banff), 1928. E011073175, 
Library and Archives Canada.
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Many early settlers undoubtedly expected fish guardians to turn a 
blind eye to their own out-of-season netting, trapping, dynamiting, or 
salt-barrelling of fish. For the most part, too, the rough-and-ready set-
tlers in the early West did not share much of an anglers’ interest in fish-
ing as sport.54 They devoted their energy to coming up with ingenious 
nets, weirs, and traps to take as many fish in as little time as possible 
and thus lay up protein for their straitened diets. They filled bottles 
with unslaked lime and submerged them in the cold-water streams. The 
subsequent detonation, caused by the reaction of the lime with water, 
killed fish by concussion. They used guns, not so much to shoot fish but 
to set off a loud charge nearby and shock them to death. Or they simply 
used dynamite, widely available in construction and railroad building 
works or purchased cheaply from hardware stores. Wrapping a lit fuse 
in cotton, they dropped and detonated the stick in streams and lakes.

But as settlement proceeded, attitudes changed toward such whole-
sale slaughter of fish. In 1909, for example, a disgruntled pioneer 
complained to Ottawa about the intense food fishing near his place at 
Peavine, Alberta, close to Lac Ste. Anne. Surely, game, fish, and forest 
“will soon be a thing of the past here,” the man wrote. He described his 
neighbours plundering the lakes near his home. At spawning time, he 
reported, “people from around here clubbed, shot and speared any fish 
they came up with,” adding that the previous winter locals had dyna-
mited a nearby lake, leaving a hole in the ice big enough to sink a house, 
with fuse lengths blown as far as 150 yards from the blast.55

A shift into a conservation ethic, shaped around angling rules, 
began to occur up and down class, regardless of gender, divides. 
Although typically silent in the correspondence of angling associations 
run by men, archival photographs provide tangible proof of women’s 
presence in the world of angling: they are pictured standing on rail-
way trestle bridges over creeks, wading ankle deep in mountain riv-
ers, or simply participating in group activities. As Jen Corrinne Brown 
observes with reference to the American West, during the Victorian 
era angling became a “respectable sport” for women, “as long as they 
maintained proper gender boundaries”—for example, by wielding a 
rod while wearing a skirt. As Brown argues, the fact that women con-
tributed to sporting periodicals and ran angling shops not only gave 
them a certain agency and authority but also “provided legitimacy to 
the sport itself.”56 By their very presence, women of the middle and 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES26

upper classes aided in the association of angling with physical health 
and good morals. As Mary Orvis Marbury, daughter of the founder of 
a famous fly-fishing company, wrote in Favorite Flies and Their History 
(1892), angling offered a healthful form of recreation for those “who 
seek fresh vigor and strength in a pursuit which occupies mind and 
body in the open air, and yields excitement without worriment.”57

Perception of Nature’s Decline
By the turn of the century, anglers urged government to regulate more 
closely streams offering recreation, respite, and healthy diversion. 
Ecological changes were by then undoubtedly altering stream life and 
very likely changing the species composition and the availability of 
fish.58 Gone, too, were the heady days of truly whopper trout tales on 
the Bow. Observers attributed most of the decline in fish to the sheer 
number of settlers now “pot fishing,” as contemporaries termed the 
practice of intensive fishing for food. As one worried observer said of 
conditions on the Bow in 1908, “the river is lined with pot hunting 
fishermen from morning till night,” with the result that the streams 
were depleted before visitors even arrived at Rocky Mountains Park 
later in the season.59 If hungry working-class people lined streams, so 
too did growing numbers of middle-class urban recreationists, who 

 
FIGURE 1.3 

“A Bow River 
Comedy—Adventures 
of the Herald Staff,” 
Calgary Herald, July 
21, 1904. The caption 
read: “Under the 
combined influence 
of a ‘John Collins,’ 
some Calgary Brewing 
Co’s. best, a big lunch 
and Col. Porter’s 
‘Observations’ of the 
day before J. D. and 
Dad do some fancy 
juggling with an 
Eau Claire saw log.” 
Glenbow Library and 
Archives.



271 | The Pioneer Era and the End of Superabundance

sometimes relaxed in more ways than focussed fishing. Bob Edwards, 
early Calgary newspaper editor of the Eye Opener and well known for 
his love of drinking, once counselled “budding anglers that bottled 
beer makes the fish bite splendidly.”60 Then, as now, sport fishing was, 
for some, a serious activity requiring concentration and skill, while, 
for others, it provided an excuse for heavy tippling and free-for-all ca-
rousing—a contrast neatly captured by a cartoon that appeared in the 
Calgary Daily Herald in 1904. In the cartoon, the newspaper’s staffer, 
pictured with his father, are unaware that they are landing a log rather 
than a fish after an afternoon of heavy drinking.

After 1896, in what is referred to as the “Laurier boom” years of 
immigration, the West experienced massive growth. Alberta’s popula-
tion skyrocketed. It grew 5.5 times between 1901 and 1911, from 73,000 
to 374,000.61 The granting of provincial status to Saskatchewan and 
Alberta in 1905 led to the first efforts to transform rod and gun clubs 
into conservation associations. In 1906, Calgary’s Robert A. Darker, 
the sales manager for Standard Life Insurance, began that process 
by establishing the Calgary Fish and Game Protective Association 
(CFGPA) and striking a committee to extend its work throughout 
Alberta. Meeting in Darker’s business office in Calgary, the commit-
tee discussed the “ways and means of interesting true sportsmen in all 
parts of the province in the slaughter of fish and game.”62 They struck 
on sending a circular letter asking prominent businessmen, aldermen, 
and other elected officials in forty-three Alberta communities to form 
associations of their own with the view of later coming together in 
Calgary. The letters reached individuals from all walks of life, from 
Banff Brewster transport partner, P. E. Moore, to businessman and 
civic leader H. M. Shaw in Nanton, the new High River mayor, Dan 
Riley, and rancher F. W. Godsal in the small town of Cowley on the 
Oldman River. Darker followed up the letter with a tour of Southern 
Alberta to rally more support for the cause.

Darker was ideally suited to head a region-wide association. He 
was prominent as a leader of the Kiwanis Clubs in Western Canada, 
helped found the Shriners in Calgary, promoted Calgary’s tourism and 
business sectors, and helped lead the Calgary Good Roads Association. 
Darker cherished getting out of the city, away from his hard work and 
civic duties, to hunt and fish. He and his friends would take the CPR 
to be dropped off at a siding in the Eastern Slopes, returning days later 
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“bearded and smelling of fish.”63 When Standard Life featured Darker 
in its company magazine, Life, the writer described him as “seven feet 
of muscular manhood.”64

His imposing size and leadership abilities might explain how 
Darker was able to convince no fewer than eighty delegates from all 
over Alberta to attend a three-day convention in Calgary in January 
1907.65 Some of the attendees were those sent the circular letter a few 
months before. Others, however, had learned of the meeting and came 
with specific issues to raise. These included Board of Trade member A. 
T. Stephenson from Red Deer, Morley missionary John McDougall and 
his businessman brother, David, game wardens from Southern Alberta, 
and prominent sportsmen from Stavely, Gleichen, Fort Macleod, and 
the small village of Pekisko on the Highwood River.66 Modelling its 
constitution on that of the Ontario Fish and Game Association, “sub-
ject to revision to meet the requirements of Alberta,” the association, 

 
FIGURE 1.4 

Robert Darker, 1920: 
conservationist, civic 
leader, Calgary booster and 
businessman, photographed 
here as president of the 
Kiwanis Club of Calgary. 
NA-3852-11 detail, 
Glenbow Library and 
Archives.
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taking the name Alberta Fish and Game Protective Association 
(AFGPA), promptly voted the provincial premier, Alexander Cameron 
Rutherford, as its honorary president. The attendees then made strong 
recommendations in respect to the game laws to Benjamin Lawton, 
the province’s newly appointed game guardian, who was present. 
Newspaper coverage suggests that the concerns of hunters shaped most 
of the meeting discussions, especially to change game regulations now 
that Alberta provincial status was achieved a few years before.67 But 
meetings also addressed fishing concerns. A federal fisheries overseer 
who was present received and took seriously the association’s own rec-
ommendations for changes to the fisheries laws. Reassuring Ottawa, 
he felt that the group comprised the “best settlers in the country and 
principal men of the towns and villages.”68

Darker aimed to create a province-wide association, but while 
vice-presidents for northern, central, and southern districts were ap-
pointed, Calgary sportsmen shaped the agenda to the point that it was 
characterized, even in Edmonton Bulletin coverage, as an organization 
of Southern Alberta.69 The association’s president was Reverend G. H. 
Hogbin, the principal of the Calgary Indian Industrial School. The rest 
of the executive was composed of Macleod, Red Deer, and Calgary 
members. Three Calgarians, including Darker, ran the association’s 
special committees.70 With Calgary sportsmen dominating its early 
conservation work, and Edmonton’s own work not really beginning 
until 1920, Darker frequently wrote Ottawa simply on behalf of the 
Southern Alberta Fish and Game Protective Association.71

The association was quick to pressure the federal fisheries depart-
ment to change regulations better suited to the realities of western 
watersheds. Its members were on hand to influence the outcomes of 
the 1910–11 Alberta and Saskatchewan Fisheries Commission. The 
AFGPA continued its work during the war years, however, in 1919, an-
glers within the association formed a separate group to take the name 
Southern Alberta Angling Association (SAAA). According to the 
Morning Albertan, its executive board boasted that the SAAA had a 
membership of “several hundred” and seemed confident that its ranks 
would shortly grow to over four thousand, when “every settler in the 
vicinity of the creeks and rivers of Southern Alberta” joined up.72

Darker’s initial drive to organize the many rod and gun clubs in 
Alberta met with encouraging results. In 1908, newspaper editor Mark 
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Drumm in Frank, Alberta, within the frantic coal-mining areas of 
the Crowsnest, spread word about Darker’s association, expressing 
hope that the “energetic campaign” to see every town with its own as-
sociation would promote “right thinking about fish and birds, in fact 
all game.” Drumm tried to dissuade readers from thinking that the 
movement was only “a good deal of a fad.”73 It is difficult to know how 
many towns formed associations on Darker’s lead. Two years later, al-
most fifty citizens in Wetaskiwin formed a local chapter, each member 
pledging to observe the fishing regulations and impose them on fellow 
townspeople on nearby streams.74

The war years magnified the importance of angling and fish con-
servation efforts. Just before the war, the cost of living in the boom 
years of immigration and urban growth had caused fishing to expand 
in Calgary. With the war came economic hardship. Pot fishing in-
creased among Calgarians who saw wartime food prices soar and meat 
supplies rationed. The Calgary News-Telegram in August 1915 reported 
that, “Hundreds are searching the Bow from one end to the other for 
the finny swimmers, and every stream running into the Bow has been 
visited.”75 In the Crowsnest, anglers formed an association, vowing to 
better regulate streams while pleading with the government to open 
the streams much earlier in the season “to alleviate the distress in the 
district” and “benefit . . . the unemployed.”76 Toward the end of the 
war, the federal wartime food controller asked Red Deer’s city council 
to encourage the consumption of fish, “at the rate of one pound per 
head of population.” Responding to the request, the council secretary 
complained about the high cost of market fish and asked, “that fishing 
licenses be done away with in this district,” apparently to allow citizens 
to eat more fish from local streams.77

Compounding wartime problems was a period of drought that 
dried up mountain tributaries and critical trout-spawning habitat 
on the Eastern Slopes. In 1917 and 1918, a scourge of wildfires swept 
through the foothills. With brush and trees burned out, snow could not 
accumulate, and, as a result, meltwater was low in most of the principal 
streams. One alarmed fisheries officer noted that Pekisko Creek, which 
flowed into the Highwood, was so parched that fish were “cut off in pools 
with a temperature of water so high that it is doubtful if they could sur-
vive.”78 In 1919, drought and bad conditions downstream from Pekisko 
Creek prompted High River anglers to petition Ottawa for help, and in 
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1920 they formed their own angling association. By then, many other 
communities were lending support. Claresholm’s “angling fraternity” 
hastily met at W. MacKenzie’s barber shop on a Thursday night in May 
1921 before the fishing season opened (the barber-proprietor was duly 
sworn in as vice-president) and devised a strategy to ensure that the 
fishing rules were observed.79

Other factors drove the emerging conservation movement. The 
bleak post-war economy had given a sense of panic to most of the towns 
and villages in the region. Many communities had grown almost explo-
sively during the early 1910s, benefitting from the massive investment 
flowing into the West before the great crash of 1913. The war abruptly 
ended the boom, and towns slumped into sluggish and disappointing 
growth in the years immediately afterwards. At the same time, the ex-
pansion of railway service and the unveiling of faster, more powerful, 
and more reliable automobiles that could travel over rougher terrain 
encouraged urbanite escapades, weekend fishing trips, and family 
angling excursions. One serial that appeared in the Red Deer News in 
1922, entitled “Mr. Peavey’s Car,” suggests that urban dwellers turned 
to cars as a means of escape. The protagonist tries to convince his wife 
of the benefits of buying an automobile. “It will be the making of all 
of us,” he says. “We’ll take fishing trips along the river. We’ll go some-
where every Saturday afternoon. We’ll carry our suppers to the parks, 
and just live in the open. We’ll get brown and hearty.”80 The “jolly par-
ties” heading from towns and cities into rural areas soon had fishing 
stories inseparable from automobile technology, as exemplified by one 
Red Deer group who went fishing in what is now Clearwater County, to 
the northeast of Banff National Park. A Red Deer News writer claimed 
that the anglers caught such a “whale” of a fish that they had to use 
their automobile to drag it to shore.81 The Macleod Times reported on 
a foursome from Fort Macleod heading to the Crowsnest area in 1923 
having a similar experience: they snagged such an inconceivably mas-
sive monster of a lake trout (ninety-six pounds) that they reportedly 
used their car to land the fish.82

These rollicking and frequently disruptive visitors troubled the 
post-war countryside. In the foothills, rail links and auto travel spurred 
unprecedented numbers of visitors. The increased pace of recreational 
fishing during a post-war economic downturn presented a real prob-
lem to rural communities. In the eyes of the local population, these 
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outsiders, especially those driving automobiles, were prospering in a 
boom from which no one nearby seemed to be benefiting—and these 
invading anglers were plundering prized local streams and hauling 
creels back to their presumably already well-stocked homes.

The numbers spoke for themselves. In 1916, there were 1,200 an-
glers holding permits in Alberta. By 1921, the number of anglers 
issued permits had almost doubled, to 2,272, and by the next year their 
number had nearly doubled again, to 4,300.83 The most heavily fished 
streams—the most desired river getaways—were, in order of preference, 
the Highwood River, Pincher Creek, and the Oldman River. These were 
frequented by outsiders, whether urban folk from Calgary or rowdy 
townies from new communities springing up along the Eastern Slopes.

In the end, then, it was a combination of factors—the economic 
downturn during and after the war, the drought, and the steady in-
crease in pot fishing, coupled with an influx of recreational fishers—
that prompted people in small towns to take up the cause of the fish in 
their local streams and rivers. But, as they joined associations, it soon 
became clear that achieving agreement among anglers on exactly what 
measures should be taken would be no simple matter.
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2
Saving Calgary’s Fish After the Great 
War

He hid patiently in the bushes, observing and counting before poun-
cing with his characteristic shock-and-awe tactic to enforce the fish-
eries laws. Calgarian Frank Kemish was doing his part as a very ser-
iously engaged “honorary” (i.e., voluntary) fisheries guardian in 1921. 
Most Calgarians would have recognized him in the city or even here, 
on the Bow River’s western upper waters. On most days during the 
open season (and, one suspects, even during the closed season), Kemish 
patrolled nearer to home in the city, along the shores of Prince’s Island 
or the popular camping and picnicking spots on St. George’s Island.1 
He spent hours along the Elbow and Bow Rivers waiting to catch fish 
“hogs”—those landing more than their daily allowance or taking fish 
that were too small.

In 1921, Kemish was poised to realize one of his greatest coups in 
voluntary enforcement. He had tracked down a Calgary physician, Dr. 
Dyce, whom Kemish rated as one of the city’s top three “hog” offenders. 
Kemish had discovered the doctor’s automobile obscured in the trees 
on the boundaries of the federal forest reserve far to the west of Calgary. 
Under a large overhanging willow bush, the physician was busily clean-
ing some seventy-nine trout that he, his wife, and his fourteen-year-old 
son had landed. Kemish made his move. He crashed in on the doctor 
and wrote him up for breaking the law, later writing to Ottawa and the 
federal fisheries department to report the offence.2

In the years immediately following World War I, anglers in 
Southern Alberta were anxious to see the law respected. Like Kemish, 
they were willing to voluntarily enforce the regulations; they also deep-
ly divided themselves in debates about the goals of conservation and, by 
extension, the measures needed to achieve them. Nowhere were issues 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES34

so keenly argued than in Calgary. No one questioned the wisdom of 
placing restrictions of some sort on fishing, and there were quite a few 
like Kemish who were willing to see regulations enforced. But contro-
versy erupted between competing interests, pitting purists who sought, 
in the name of conservation, to preserve angling as a skilled sport 
against those whose vision of conservation led to support commercial 
expansion. The discord reflected more than just differing priorities, 
however: since actual fisheries regulations and their enforcement had 
only recently developed, diverging opinions were natural in such cir-
cumstances. But ultimately, debate about fish, fisheries regulations, and 
enforcement turned on differing understandings of nature itself.

Regulation in its Infancy
The need for improved fishing regulations in Southern Alberta became 
apparent in the first decade of the new century, given that fishery laws in 
the region were something of a relic of early territorial administration. 
The Dominion government had inherited daunting responsibilities 
when Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory were transferred 
to its care in 1870. The province of Manitoba—consisting originally of 
only a small area surrounding Winnipeg—was created that same year 
and expanded in 1881 to encompass the southern portion of the present-
day province. The immediate concern for the federal Department of 
Marine and Fisheries, which was responsible for regulating fisheries on 
lakes and streams throughout the West, was to promote commercial 
lake fisheries on the big Manitoban lakes. The Dominion government 
sought to encourage large commercial fishing operations to exploit the 
abundant populations of whitefish and sturgeon in the lakes, with a 
view to increasing exports to the United States.3

By World War I, a similar process to encourage commercial lake 
fishing occurred in the newly created provinces of Saskatchewan and 
Alberta in 1905. The construction of rail links into the northern park-
land region of the provinces allowed big companies to ship whitefish 
to urban markets in eastern Canada and the United States. Rosily 
optimistic, government officials believed that Canada’s northern lakes 
could feed all of Europe if need be. At the very least, Canadians eating 
more fish would free greater quantities of meat and poultry that could 
be shipped to the men fighting overseas.4
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At the outset, Manitoba’s regulations for lake fishing were simply 
cast, like a huge net, over the entire North-West Territories—a land-
mass the size of Western Europe. In the following decades when set-
tlers moved into the area, it became clear that this “one size fits all” 
approach was nonsensical. It was urgent to make fishing “fair” for 
all involved and create more nuanced regulations better suited to the 
needs of a very diverse region.

In 1906, Alberta’s fisheries inspector, Harrison Young, wrote to 
Edward E. Prince, the commissioner of fisheries for the Dominion gov-
ernment, about the need for better regulations. Young included in his 
report comments from settlers and officers of the North-West Mounted 
Police, as well as the particularly alarmist views from the editor of 
Calgary’s Eye Opener, Bob Edwards. Edwards had informed Young that 
a single party of fishers had taken some six hundred trout from Nose 
Creek, then flowing from a short distance into the heart of the city. 
And yet, as Young well knew, not a single guardian had been appointed 
south of the Red Deer River. Understanding that “it is in the proxim-
ity of the town that most reckless fishing is done,” he recommended a 
guardian be appointed in each town in the province.5

Meanwhile, sports fishers were beginning to press for regulations 
better suited to the fish that were swimming about in local rivers and 
lakes. Arguing that cold-water trout required special consideration, 
Calgary’s anglers insisted that the foothills needed different regula-
tions. In part, they needed regulations to protect “sporty” fish from 
the depredations of what were, in the opinion of anglers, less desirable 
species.

At the time, relatively little was known about the species compos-
ition, spawning and behaviours of trout in the magnificent mountain 
streams running up and down the Eastern Slopes. Trout spawning 
dates, alone, were not well understood. The members of the Alberta 
Fish and Game Protective Association (AFGPA), recently founded by 
Robert Darker, differed in their views on such matters.6 During the 
association’s very first meetings, some members, undoubtedly accus-
tomed to early seasons in eastern Canada, had proposed April 1 as a 
fishing season opening date. By the end of their deliberations, however, 
those with more experience fishing mountain streams had greater sway. 
The group recommended July 1 instead. This later start would better 
respect the spring spawning times for cutthroat, but the problem was 
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that no one really knew when precisely that occurred.7 Even by 1908, 
Darker asked the government to appoint an inspector “who will keep 
data and records” to precisely nail down when trout were in spawn. He 
and other anglers had such wide-ranging experience, he himself could 
not exactly tell.8

Albertans got some of their first tailor-made regulations after an 
inquiry took place in 1910 and 1911. Headed by a trio of federal ap-
pointees, a commission travelled through Alberta and Saskatchewan, 
enduring “arduous, often perilous experiences” as they journeyed to 
“remote waters usually difficult of access, and to be reached only by 
dangerous trails abounding in muskeg, or by ascending swift rapids.”9 
Wherever they travelled, the commissioners held public hearings in 
a genuine effort to draw from local opinion on fish-related matters. 
Fisheries commissioner Edward E. Prince headed the inquiry. An im-
pressive Scottish fisheries expert and a prolific scientific writer on all 
things aquatic, scion of St. Andrews in Scotland and its experimental 
marine station tradition, Prince was one of the new, pioneering special-
ist fisheries scientists who were emerging in the years preceding World 
War I. Prince had already devised substantial portions of the com-
mercial regulations in other parts of Canada, from British Columbia’s 
coastal waters to Nova Scotia’s lobster grounds.10 Travelling with him 
was a medical doctor from Calgary, Euston Sisley, an ardent amateur 
natural historian.11 Sisley came recommended by no less than Arthur 
Lewis Sifton, Alberta’s premier. Sisley served as president of the Alberta 
Fish and Game Protective Association and had, according to Sifton, a 
fine scientific mind. He once had “extensive trout-breeding ponds of 
his own in Ontario,” credentials Sifton maintained would serve him 
well on an inquiry into restoring and maintaining Alberta’s fish popu-
lations.12 Travelling with them was a man of the law, the respected 
jurist Judge Thomas H. McGuire.13 A long-time territorial magistrate, 
McGuire had gone on to serve as a jurist in the Supreme Court of the 
North-West Territories.14

The three commissioners toured Alberta and Saskatchewan, stop-
ping not only in railway towns, but also travelling by canoe and along 
rough roadways to remote boreal forest communities. In three short 
months, before moving to the northern areas of the provinces, they vis-
ited Regina, Saskatoon, Wynyard, Prince Rupert, Battleford, Bresaylor, 
Edmonton, Wetaskiwin, Red Deer, Lacombe, Calgary, High River, and, 
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finally, Banff.15 They filled up two dozen leather-bound notebooks and 
wore down to stubs several dozen lead pencils as they heard testimony 
from local informants. Given the rugged travelling conditions of the 
time, it is perhaps not surprising that Sisley and McGuire each charged 
to the government two bottles of scotch whisky. Prince, a staunch 
Presbyterian and teetotaller, did the trip completely dry.16

In addition to writing up new regulations, the commission pro-
vided a public forum in which townspeople could air grievances, rally 
their communities around fish protection, and draw attention to the 
impact of industry, ranching, and other activities on populations of 
fish.17 Townspeople complained of waterways fouled by sewage and 
other pollutants, of settlers throwing manure and domestic animal car-
casses into streams, of irrigation works not sufficiently screened, and of 
haphazard stream diversions killing fish in the droves. They bemoaned 
city folk heading up streams for “holidays,” taking more fish “in one 
day than they could reasonably make use of,” and leaving large piles 
“rotting on the bank.”18 One Springbank rancher lamented the recrea-
tionists “coming out here from Calgary for the week-end and boasting 
that they caught a couple of hundred fish or half a sackful as the case 
may be.”19 During the commission’s Calgary meetings, convened over 
two days at the Board of Trade building, Darker’s association seized 
the opportunity to press the government to establish a hatchery. Their 
membership and other associations in British Columbia had already 
urged the fisheries department to begin investigating Banff as a loca-
tion for such a facility.20

The ensuing regulations, announced in 1912, reflected in large 
measure the views of community members who had testified at the 
public hearings. They also marked a turning point in the history of 
Alberta’s fish conservation, bringing the region more firmly into the 
larger tradition of regulation in the western United States and in the 
provinces of Québec and Ontario. The regulations continued a system 
introduced in 1907 whereby British citizens would pay a dollar annual-
ly for an angling permit, whereas non-British visitors (it went without 
saying that almost all of them were American) would pay $5.21 Waters 
frequented by trout and mountain whitefish (or “grayling”) were pro-
tected, but others were left without regulation, and fishing their wat-
ers required no permit. The vagueness of the term trout, problematic 
from the start, was indicative of anglers’ perspectives at the time. The 
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legislation did not specifically mention bull trout at all, and, in terms 
of catch limits, referred only to cutthroat and rainbow (the latter still 
limited at that point to a small indigenous range in the Athabasca River 
watershed) as well as to mountain whitefish. Town anglers had clearly 
influenced the commissioners’ final report, which reflected the popular 
view that the bull trout was a weedy fish unworthy of protection. High 
River anglers considered the bull trout a “game fish,” but most anglers 
in Fort Macleod and Calgary viewed it as a pest that should be exter-
minated to save the cutthroat.22

The most important feature of the regulations, however, was their 
designation of season dates based on still poorly understood spawning 
times of preferred sporty fish. The law set aside the area from Bow River 
waters to the US border as spring spawning waters, while the Red Deer 
and North Saskatchewan Rivers were designated as fall spawning wat-
ers. This exercise in “state simplification” drew major differences in the 
dominant fish populations of these streams and would go a long way 
toward dividing Alberta’s waters, quite literally, into separate and thus 
more easily managed, areas.23 To align with their designations as spring 
and fall spawning areas, respectively, the Bow opened later in the sea-
son, July 1, the Red Deer and North Saskatchewan opened earlier, with 
matching fall closing dates. Season dates on lakes also differed, as did 
minimum landing size and creel limits. The rules allowed a nine-inch 
minimum for trout (fifteen inches for lake trout), and a maximum daily 
catch of twenty-five “cutthroat, rainbow and mountain whitefish.” 
(Again, the omission of any reference to bull trout was significant and 
would soon haunt the Department of Marine and Fisheries.) Where 
they were fished, a maximum of twenty-five pike (Esox lucius) and 
pickerel (walleye, Stizostedion vitreum vitreum) per day was allowed.24 
To modern readers, these seem like high daily catches, but anglers, it 
was understood, usually shared their creel with family members and 
friends, and the larger community upon their return from fishing ex-
cursions. Fish, after all, constituted a significant element of local diet.25

But even after the formal adoption of these regulations in 1912, 
Calgary’s protective association, with Arthur G. Wolley Dod now presi-
dent, found enormous holes in enforcement. That year, Calgary anglers 
were concerned that “everyone is fishing” in the city and nary but a few 
seemed even aware of the regulations. Euston Sisley tried to distribute 
copies of the legislation but sporting goods stores selling tackle, rods, 
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and other items were refusing to post them since even local newspapers 
had yet to publish any legal notice of the Act’s passage. The NWMP, 
meanwhile, had received no formal instructions and knowing “nothing 
about the regulations,” they were unwilling to make convictions.26 The 
Department of Marine and Fisheries sent the association more cop-
ies of the official Fisheries Act of 1912, but its suggestion that anglers 
wanting licences should apply to the fisheries inspector, E. W. Miller, at 
distant Fort Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan, was not helpful at all.27

Whatever initial concerns for their enforcement, the regulations 
and increased vigilance by fisheries overseers did nevertheless make 
some difference. Calgary’s overseer saw officials following up on the 
commission’s concerns about pollution: “the mills in the district were 
visited and sawdust, &c., found to be satisfactorily disposed of.”28 In 
the ensuing years, the regulations were becoming generally known and 
fairly observed by many Calgarians.29

Calgary’s Divided Angling Communities
By the end of the war, however, even the commissioners’ regulations 
seemed woefully out of touch with the realities of the times. This was 
particularly the case in cow-town Calgary. There, pot fishing had in-
creased during the war while angling as a form of recreation had risen 
as a palliative for the stress of life, work, economic insecurity, and the 
war itself. In 1915, the Calgary News-Telegram noted the widespread 
popularity of angling, particularly fly fishing, which it termed “the pas-
time of the gods.” Calgarians were for the most part still wet-fly fishers, 
the newspaper reported, casting downstream to reel back their stream-
ers against the current. But the newspaper did note gaining adherence 
to dry-fly fishing, and with it, casts upstream.30 If there was a manner of 
fly fishing better suited to Calgarians looking forward to new economic 
opportunities just after the war, it was one that cast flies upstream to 
catch fish coming their way, rather than after fish had passed them by.

And it was just after the war when anglers, sensing an urgent 
need to regulate fishing more effectively, had themselves appointed as 
“honorary” guardians and applied the law, sometimes fearlessly, on 
their own. Frank Kemish is a good case in point. Born in Southampton, 
England, and having learned the engraving trade in Toronto, Kemish 
subsequently moved to Calgary where he became an ardent hunter and 
fisher, as well as a dedicated gardener. His home’s ornamental gardens at 
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1719 13 Avenue SW became a showcase attraction in the city.31 Just after 
the war, Kemish became intent on improving the skill and sportiness 
of Calgary’s fishing. He did so in his honorary guardian appointment, 
conferred by the Calgary fisheries overseer. By 1924, D. A. Richardson 
approved twenty members of a city angling association to “watch the 
prohibited areas” and “also check up on those fishing without licens-
es.”32 These guardians were usually assigned a circumscribed “juris-
diction” to focus on, but that did not stop Kemish from keeping an eye 
on city anglers who were fishing far from the city. Kemish himself was 
shocked by the rough ways of settlers who, rather than pursue sport on 
their leases and quarter-section farmlands, still regarded fishing mere-
ly as a source of food, and was enraged when one rancher “cleared out” 
Whiskey Creek with a potato sack “made into a trawl-net.”33 Like most 
city anglers, he believed that citizens should do their part. A good cit-
izen ensured regulations were obeyed by everyone. This sense of direct 
action mirrored provincial politics at the time. The progressive plat-
form of the United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) swept the party to power 
in 1921, with promises to unite all classes and occupations in common 
economic prosperity based on co-operation. This grassroots revolution 
had its beginnings in the depressed town and rural economies. UFA lo-
cals run by both women and men rejected the old nostrums and emp-
ty words of what now appeared to be war-profiteering Conservatives 
and inconsistent, manufacturer-friendly Liberals. Under Henry Wise 
Wood, the UFA and its close backer in social reform, the United Farm 
Women, led by Irene Parlby, promoted the idea of co-operative rather 
than competitive politics and the need to achieve a just, equitable so-
ciety in the face of interest groups, monopoly businesses, and eastern 
manufacturing consortia.34

Like their contemporaries who sought to change society for the 
better through greater grassroots engagement and direct democracy, 
most of the city’s anglers were intent on seeing the underwater worlds 
around them improved and the fish within them conserved. While the 
city yearbook for 1919 assured readers that “the Bow and Elbow and the 
mountain streams abound with trout and grayling” and that “one does 
not have to go out of the city limits to successfully cast a line,” it also 
admitted that “the larger game fish are caught further up stream, and 
the fisherman’s slogan is ‘the farther you go for them, the bigger they 
are.’”35 Especially coming from a promotional publication, this qualifier 
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speaks to the changes perceived in Calgary’s own environs. Indeed, in 
1919, Charlie Hayden, the Calgary Daily Herald’s news editor and fu-
ture president of the Alberta Fish and Game Association, perceived the 
urgent situation around him. Confident about Calgary’s growth before 
the war, he now saw the cattle industry, the grain futures market, and 
the retail trade in peril. Like many Albertans now facing uncertainty, 
he expressed his alarm about the “vanishing game fish” of the region 
in a letter to the Department of Marine and Fisheries. Drawing on ten 
years of angling experience on the Bow River, he wrote that “the situa-
tion is absolutely desperate” and that “unless the Federal Government 
takes measures to improve it game fishing will soon be one of the lost 
sciences so far as Alberta is concerned.”36 Hayden began inserting stor-
ies about conservation, natural history, and angling into the pages of his 
daily newspaper. Fishing stories appeared in sections on automobiles, 
recreation, and Banff attractions. By the late 1920s, the paper boasted a 
special section dedicated to fish and wildlife conservation.

The times certainly emboldened anglers like Kemish to act with 
greater purpose. With pot fishers now lining Calgary’s Bow River, 
Kemish was particularly concerned that some city folks were asking for 
an earlier start to their fishing to please tourists and boost the post-war 
economy. As Kemish knew, an earlier season would protect the more 
numerous but less sporty mountain whitefish populations in streams 
and might be fine for some anglers, but it would not suit an accom-
plished fly fisher like himself.37 His priority was to see spring-spawning 
cutthroat trout thrive. So concerned was Kemish that mountain white-
fish were displacing cutthroat, he devised, quite illegally, an experiment 
to compare the growth rates of both to demonstrate that mountain 
whitefish, if protected, would menace cutthroat in their native habitats. 
He secretly transplanted about a hundred of each species into a beaver 
pond outside of Calgary and then measured their growth over a three-
year period, catching and releasing as he went. Kemish did not leave a 
record of his results.38

Fly Fishing and Calgary’s Prized Fish
Calgarians committed to the fine art of fly fishing were in complete 
agreement with Kemish’s priority to preserve a trout sport fishery. 
There was quite a bit at stake. Their sport tested their fly-tying abilities, 
heightened their sensitivity to nature, and refined their command of the 
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art of casting. Spurning the tourists lined up along riverbanks, many 
trudged far up streams to remote and secluded pools to land their trout. 
By the 1880s, fly fishers were divided between adherents to dry and 
wet-fly fishing. The most challenging, and long regarded as the sport for 
elites, dry-fly fishers typically cast upstream toward rising trout and de-
pended on carefully selected attractor flies, those that through careful 
tying resembled the insects on which trout feed. Bow River master fly 
fisher, Jim McLennan, called the myriads of strategies, techniques, and 
considerations going into successful dry-fly casting, “the fly-fisher’s 
chess match.”39 In western American mountain streams, anglers began 
abandoning smaller, exquisitely tied eastern fly patterns when they 
recognized the different demands of western trout in their very differ-
ent aquatic habitats in fast-moving mountain streams. Fly fishers saw 
cutthroat snapping at giant salmon flies (some growing as large as two 
inches long), olive-coloured common stoneflies, green stoneflies, and 

 
FIGURE 2.1 

All that was needed: bamboo split rod, reel, basket, net, and a canoe to get around. 
Maligne Lake, Jasper National Park, 1928. E011073174, RG 84, 1960-124, box 2249, 
album 11-20, Library and Archives Canada.
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grasshoppers. In turn, the flies fishers tied struck the “duns and drabs 
and sober greys” of patterning that Rudyard Kipling commented on 
in his fly-fishing trip in Wyoming and Colorado in 1889.40 With time, 
western fly fishing became unorthodox, indeed, relying on the woven 
animal hair flies popularized by Franz Pott, later the bulky Bunyan 
Bug, carved out of wood by Norman Edward Means.41 The other change 
was that true sport could be had in wet-fly fishing, using streamers. 
Long disdained by purists, some of them calling wet-fly fishing mere 
poaching, the technique of casting downstream with sinking bait at-
tractors, whether feather wingers or furry bucktails, to emulate leeches 
and minnows gained its appreciation and respect among western fish-
ers.42 With long silk lines now replacing clumsy, braided horsehair, flies 
of whatever sort could be cast long distances and then danced, hopped, 
or dropped into the water’s surface or current, mimicking the natural 
behaviour of a fish’s prey. Other key developments were split-bamboo 
rods—bamboo planed along its length six ways, split apart and glued 
back together, and then buffered smooth—and more sophisticated 
reels, which allowed for greater precision in playing the line.

Despite the increasing technological sophistication of the sport, 
anglers wielding this delicate new equipment regarded fly fishing as an 
art. It required an intimate familiarity with a stream’s environment, 
its remote pools and peculiar eddies, as well as an almost trance-like 
intensity of focus. Movements of the water, breaths of wind, and flashes 
of sunlight all had to be contemplated before a fly was cast intuitively 
and only precisely to where air or water carried it to where a fish was 
holding, feeding, or taking refuge.43

Anglers’ solitary contemplation of trout behaviour, feeding, and 
breeding made them confident experts on the Bow River’s natural 
world. Expert anglers could speak at length on the fine behaviour-
al distinctions and appearances of fish in their local environments. 
The most exalted trout, in their estimation, was the native westslope, 
or black-spotted, cutthroat, Oncorhynchus clarkii lewisi, known for 
its large mouth and the long slash of red under its jaw. Described by 
Euston Sisley as “a very beautiful and gamey fish,” he and his fellow 
commissioners in their 1910–11 inquiry agreed that the cutthroat 
was “as graceful in form and in its silvery hues as it is bold and 
strenuous in game qualities”: “Of all the indigenous fish of the west-
ern streams,” they wrote, “none are more worthy of preservation  
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. . . than this highly esteemed and beautiful trout.”44 In his guide to the 
fish in Rocky Mountains Park, Banff artist and fish guardian Sidney C. 
Vick, declared that the cutthroat was “without doubt the game fish of 
the mountains”—a “strong and swift swimmer” that “takes the fly in 
July and August with a snap that thrills the angler with delight.” But this 
angler’s delight was also notoriously finicky about what it took: “He is a 
dainty chap and if you do not cater to his taste you simply get no fish.”45

Anglers were aware of another, larger fish—the bull trout, Salvelinus 
confluentus, sometimes referred to as (but not to be confused with) the 
Dolly Varden trout, Salvelinus malma. The fall-spawning bull trout is a 
comparatively large and heavy fish, providing a modicum of sport to the 
relatively unskilled angler. Before the extensive fishing that occurred 
during the pioneer period, and before stream habitats were significant-
ly altered by logging, industrial pollution, and irrigation schemes, the 
bull trout had a massive range in Alberta. It was probably one of the 
most widespread trout in Alberta, swimming in almost all the major 
Eastern Slope drainages, surviving even far into the Badlands areas, 
with especially large populations in the North Saskatchewan, the Red 
Deer River, and in the lower Bow and Oldman Rivers. With its large 
mouth, capacious body, and hefty appetite, it was known to consume 
everything from rodents to other fish (most commonly, mountain 
whitefish) and could, in prime locations, grow to a weight of seven to 
eight kilograms.46 It tended to swim, some said, more like a shark, turn-
ing its belly fully up before swallowing another fish.47 Among anglers, 
the bull trout was a crowd pleaser because it was comparatively easy to 
catch. “This trout is a most accommodating creature,” Vick wrote, “for 
no matter how many times you may lose him, he will always come back 
and have another crack at it.” He claimed that the bull trout could be 
caught by “anyone who can hold a rod.”48

Others were less polite in their estimation of the fish. An early re-
port on the Rocky Mountain fisheries dismissed the bull trout simply 
as a poor sport, “an awkward country cousin . . . of insipid flesh.”49 
Following the testimony of local anglers during its public hearings, the 
1910–11 Alberta and Saskatchewan Fisheries Commission had con-
demned the bull trout as a cannibal fish, contrasting it with the cut-
throat, which, with its more insectivorous habits, was viewed as more 
virtuous. The bull trout, the commissioners wrote in their report, “has 
not the fine shape, active behaviour, determined gaminess and fine 
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table qualities” of the cutthroat; it is “most voracious, feeding greedily 
on its own and other species, and usually skulks at the bottom of pools 
or behind a stone ready to pounce upon any passing fish.” Its weakness 
was its appetite: “it requires no skill to secure and on that account has 
some popularity among anglers of little ambition or experience.” As lo-
cal anglers informed them, tourists “are pleased with bull trout as nine 
out of ten don’t know the difference between it and a good game fish.”50 
If overfished or “weeded” out as a coarse variety, the bull trout could 
be eradicated in certain areas, and, in the long run, dam building and 
other environmental changes to streams would extirpate it even from 
headwaters and doom it to threatened status in Alberta.51

Kemish, for one, had little use for the bull trout. He wanted to 
hold fast to a later fall closing date on the understanding that it helped 
contain fall-spawning mountain whitefish that were “destroying” cut-
throat trout spawn in the spring. A later date also kept at bay the bull 
trout, which, like the grayling, spawned in the fall. To Kemish, keeping 
the fall fishery open, as opposed to caving into populist pressures in fa-
vour of grayling, was more in line with what he regarded as true sport.52

Angler Purists Versus Civic Promoters
Kemish was by no means alone in his views about conservation. A lot of 
the membership of the Calgary Fish and Game Protective Association 
(CFGPA), but also the group’s anglers who formed the Southern 
Alberta Angling Association (SAAA) in 1919, agreed with Kemish. 
Darker served as president of the SAAA, redoubling his efforts to see 
all farmers and townspeople in Southern Alberta joined in the work of 
conservation and end stream pollution and the still-prevalent dyna-
miting of streams by hungry settlers and miners.53 John F. Eastwood, 
the president of the CFGPA, likewise wanted to encourage anglers to 
save their streams. Eastwood corresponded far and wide with other 
provincial sportsmen, hustled to raise money to gather fisheries statis-
tics and launch aquaculture experiments. He even proposed that his as-
sociation publish the equivalent of the government’s annual blue book 
reports on the health and status of Alberta’s fish.54

Although urban anglers agreed on the need for conservation, they 
by no means agreed on the best approach to protecting the fish in the 
streams. In fact, so divided were Calgarians that the chief fisheries offi-
cer, looking to them for guidance on appropriate regulations, lamented, 
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immediately after the war, that “no two bodies of fishermen appear to 
the hold the same views,” with the result that the measures they sug-
gested were often at variance.55

He likely had in mind those challenging the conservation ethic of 
Eastwood’s CFGPA. An alarming number of newcomers were arriv-
ing to cash in on an always expected and seemingly imminent boom 
economy. They were, in turn, anxious to promote Calgary and foster 
its growing reputation as both a western metropolis and an angling 
paradise for tourists. Some of the conditions and infrastructure in the 
vicinity of Calgary helped them in their efforts. The city’s fish con-
tended with terrific seasonal flushes and ice jam flooding.56 The city’s 
Bow River weir, built just below Prince’s Island in 1904 and raised fur-
ther by the CPR in 1912, diverted water into the company’s western 
irrigation district canal and threw up a barrier to spawners. The weir in 
other respects seems to have provided good fishing immediately below 
it. Indeed, before the weir was finally replaced by the Harvey Passage 
in 2012, anglers knew that biggies could be landed in the churned-up 
eddies just downstream from the infrastructure where fish were con-
gregating.57 Then in 1928, Calgary Power raised the Ghost Dam 60 km 
upstream to wreak further havoc. After its construction, winter river 
flows slowed dangerously to imperil fish survival. In most of the year, 
the dam would discharge every night at 7 pm. The Bow’s water levels in 
Calgary, dropping in the drawdown during most of the day, suddenly 
rose some four feet by 7:15 pm. City anglers usually strategized accord-
ingly. During the drawdown, some easily waded out to one of the many 
little islands on the river in city limits to fish from there; some even got 
marooned after the dam’s discharge raised a torrent of water around 
them.58 All the same, the Ghost Dam’s flush, pouring down a drawn-
down river, did create its own possibilities for good fishing. Calgarian 
Harold Edward Horne, who owned the Glengarry Service Station, had 
a favourite fishing spot from an island on the Bow at Shepard, 24 km 
downstream from city centre in the 1920s. After the Ghost Dam’s con-
struction in 1928, he realized that the fishing was best after the dam 
discharge raised water levels there some eighteen inches to two feet.59 
The river flushing continued until the city built the Bearspaw Dam in 
the mid-1950s to finally regulate the Bow’s flow. Until then, fish like-
ly seized opportunities to find their places and migrate in a flushing 
stream, or they responded to nutrients suddenly released in the Bow’s 
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already highly-altered hydrology amid dam barriers and irrigation 
diversions.

More than dam discharge was flowing in Calgary’s waters. By the 
1920s, massive amounts of raw sewage entered the Bow from the out-
take at city centre. The sewage boosted the river’s biotic capacity and 
likely improved fishing, at least at that time, thus promoting Calgary’s 
reputation as a great fly-fishing destination. But fisheries officials soon 
learned from farmers living directly below the city’s sewer that the fish 
were “not fit for food.”60 One individual felt that “the fish caught in the 
river for miles below the mouth of the sewer had a bad taste something 
like gasoline.”61 D. A. Richardson, reporting on the situation, confirmed 
the “bad, oily taste” of fish downriver from the city’s sewer.62 Even af-
ter the Bonnybrook treatment plant opened in Calgary in the 1930s, 

 
FIGURE 2.2 

Calgary’s Alex. Martin Sporting Goods ad, 1913, Calgary New-Telegram, 14 August 
1913. Glenbow Library and Archives.
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Calgary’s sewerage continued to boost the Bow’s productivity for ironic 
effect. As Armstrong, Evenden, and Nelles pointed out in their history 
of the Bow River, “the Bow below Calgary was dirty, smelly, and coated 
in places with a dark grey slime; on the other hand, the fish seemed to 
be enjoying this state of affairs.” By the 1950s, before yet more urban 
population growth required significant expansion of the Bonnybrook 
facility to save the river’s fish, the Bow’s unnaturally boosted biotic pro-
ductivity ensured that “more trout were to be found in the stretch of the 
river from Calgary to Carseland than in any comparable trout stream 
in Canada.”63

Toward the end of the war, a formidable second force of anglers 
mobilized to promote Calgary tourism and expand angling opportun-
ities on their river. Their priorities differed diametrically from those 
of the SAAA and the CFGPA. Calgary fisheries overseer, J. S. Hoad, 
yielded to their pressure in 1917 to recommend the department pull 
back the season dates. The 1912 regulations had started the season July 
1, but Calgary boosters convinced Hoad that tourists would be pleased 
with an even earlier start.64 Hoad, in turn, recommended that the sea-
son begin June 1 and end October 1. Fisheries commissioner Edward E. 
Prince took no time to quash the idea. Such an early start would harm 
spawning cutthroat. Worst still, ending the season earlier in the fall 
would protect bull trout. Better to keep season dates where they were, 
effectively reducing bull trout populations and keeping down moun-
tain whitefish numbers, which were “devouring” cutthroat spawn in 
the spring.65

But having nixed Hoad’s proposal, the department had to deal with 
an even more radical one to follow. That spring, Alex Martin Sporting 
Goods, in Calgary, sent a petition signed by no less than 885 city an-
glers demanding to fish as early as May 15. Such an early start on “the 
Bow River and its tributaries” was being pressed “in the best interests 
of preservation of all trout and of the sport of Angling.”66 Although the 
Winnipeg-based chief inspector, G. J. Desbarats, rejected the demand, 
the size of the petition prompted him, his Calgary staff, and Banff 
hatchery officials to decide on a compromise. The department opened 
the season that year on June 15.67

This hardly satisfied booster Calgarians and by 1921, they organ-
ized a rival fishing club, the Calgary Angling Association (CAA). The 
association was officially dedicated to improving the “character” of 
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fishing in Alberta and to encouraging a more intensive approach to fish 
management. But it was clear that the chief purpose of the CAA was to 
lobby for an earlier spring start to the fishing season. In the view of the 
CAA, June 15 was still too late, and it pushed again for much of what 
Calgary petitioners had asked for in 1917: a May 24 start date.

The CAA was also annoyed by the growing clout of angling purists, 
notably those in nearby High River, who had recently helped persuade 
fisheries officials to raise the price of a fishing permit from $1 to $2 
and were pressing for the closure of tributaries to protect native cut-
throat. This had resulted in the first closures in 1919, which are dis-
cussed at length below. As the CAA saw it, nothing squelched tourism 
more effectively than tributary closures and elevated permit fees. In 
January 1921, its membership passed resolutions stating that closures 
led to “over congestion” on the main streams and illegal fishing on the 
closed ones. They also urged that fishing start earlier to allow for more 
cutthroat fishing, and likewise close earlier, to encourage larger popu-
lations of the fall-spawning mountain whitefish, or “grayling,” which 
were popular with tourists.68 As for the menace of bull trout protected 
by an earlier closure to the fishery in fall, the CAA had a solution: sim-
ply exterminate bull trout through a concerted open- and closed season 
attack on the fish.69

Early in 1921, the CAA membership met with the visiting G. S. 
(George) Davidson, the department’s central division chief inspector 
posted in Winnipeg. The members urged him to open the season on 
May 23, claiming that cutthroat had finished their spawning well before 
that date. To Davidson, the group seemed composed of “fishermen of 
equal experience and knowledge” as those organized by Robert Darker’s 
SAAA and, finding himself “overwhelmed” by their arguments (and 
sheer numbers), he complied with the request. Although Darker and 
others had tried to explain the folly of the decision, Davidson ended up 
“siding with the opinion of the majority.”70

Celebrating the very early start that year, the CAA membership or-
ganized a Calgary Victoria Day fishing derby. Prizes totalling $300 were 
disbursed among those landing the biggest fish or the heaviest overall 
creel. The day’s festivities must have evoked memories of bygone days 
on the Bow River when, with little or no regulation, anglers were bag-
ging the river’s bounty almost effortlessly. One of the big winners that 
day: “Old Bill” Huskins, who ran the Grain Exchange cigar shop. His 
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deft hand and experience as a former game warden clearly gave him an 
edge, or at least an extraordinary sense of where large cutthroat and 
mountain whitefish swam—although Huskin kept their whereabouts 
strictly secret except to his closest friends.71

Whatever fun CAA anglers were having, Davidson soon regretted 
pulling back the start date. In the next few months, Calgary’s fisheries 
officer, D. A. Richardson, began inspecting streams west of Calgary 
to determine exactly when cutthroat spawning ended. Whatever ex-
perience CAA members claimed to have had, they were dead wrong 
about cutthroat spawning times. As Richardson reported to Davidson 
in November, he had found cutthroat spawning well into early June.72 
Experienced anglers of the SAAA already knew what Richardson had 
confirmed. With their association still outraged by the earlier start to 
Southern Alberta fishing, Davidson admitted that the May 23 date was 
“far too early.”73 And so, in 1922, the likely deeply embarrassed fisheries 
department again opened fishing only after 15 June. Beyond the mis-
step, the episode demonstrated the potential influence of the CAA. It 
was large, well organized, and represented powerful business interests 
and city boosters prepared to push for an early tourist-pleasing season, 
regardless of the consequences for native cutthroat.

The CAA membership was not easily deterred. In 1924, it proposed 
an even earlier season opening date of May 1, with an October 1 clos-
ing. Robert V. Hunt, who ran the Fisherman’s Inn in Calgary—and 
who, not coincidentally, favoured a longer angling season, as this would 
allow him to sell more rods, gear, and licences—easily gathered 171 
signatures on a petition to support the CAA’s proposal.74 These peti-
tions mattered to federal fisheries officials, given the instability of the 
traditional party system in the west and the constant shifting of pol-
itical support behind Conservative, Liberal, and now agrarian party 
candidates in elections just after the war.75 In the end, the CAA’s new 
proposal was only stopped by an intense backlash from Robert Darker’s 
SAAA faithful and anglers in High River, who continued to advocate 
on behalf of spring-spawning cutthroat.76

There were, however, additional differences between the CAA and 
other angling associations. The CAA wanted Banff’s regulations ap-
plied in Calgary, allowing anglers to land seven-inch rather than nine-
inch trout (Banff’s regulations were based on the smaller size of cut-
throat in higher mountain streams).77 Perhaps more importantly, the 
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CAA wanted new fish to catch in Southern Albertan streams. After 
the war, the CAA initially championed rainbow—not the native var-
iety found in the Athabasca watershed but one imported from Ontario 
(and those originally from California). Very soon into the organiza-
tion’s work, however, the membership began openly pressing for other 
exotics. In 1923, the association’s leader, the Calgary businessman 
David Keir, became a vocal supporter of newcomer fish that had al-
ready been introduced into mountain streams in Montana and Idaho. 
Many anglers advocated for brown trout and eastern speckled brook 
trout. Between 1909 and 1913, the Department of Marine and Fisheries 
was receiving petitions in support of the introduction of the latter into 
Eastern Slope streams, on the very improbable argument that they 
would survive winter-cold water better than native species of trout.78 
Certainly, by the beginnings of World War I, many Calgary anglers 
were demanding the eastern brook trout already extensively planted in 
the western US, “where the dancing mountain streams foam over hid-
den boulders, tumble into shaded pools, and renew their brawling and 
winding course through rugged canyons.” In Alberta, brookies, though 
growing smaller in size than in the East, would develope “sharp lines 
and symmetrical form. . . , large and powerful fins that enable it better 
to resist the force of rushing waters, to ascend the swiftest rapids, in-
crease its activity, and likewise its powers of resistance to capture with 
hook and line.”79

During the war, Keir’s posting to a regiment in Scotland seems to 
have taken the CAA’s preferences in another direction. It might have 
been in his homeland where Keir regained a strong attachment to its 
fish. He and the CAA membership pushed for the introduction of a 
subspecies of brown trout, and a genetic interloper in Alberta, the Loch 
Leven, which was felt offered both brute size and a good fight. Keir’s 
association even volunteered to stock the fish in Southern Alberta if the 
Banff hatchery, by then in operation, would begin producing them in 
large enough quantities.80

Many European fish had already been introduced in the United 
States because they tended to be heavier and sportier than native species, 
and, at the time, experiments with Loch Leven brown trout were taking 
place in New Brunswick, as well as in Montana and in Yellowstone. But 
in reply to Keir’s request for them in Southern Alberta, the Dominion 
fisheries superintendent, W. A. Found, drew on Edward Prince’s keen 
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concerns about the fish, that there was “some danger that its introduc-
tion would eventually mean the extermination of the smaller native 
species.” Prince was following American studies that suggested that 
once introduced, European species like the Loch Leven became slug-
gish and complacent and were thus of far less value to sport fishers than 
native species.81 Prince indeed had long put the kibosh on demands for 
exotics in Western Canada. As early as 1909, at a time when the intro-
duction of exotics was first gaining popularity, Prince had warned that, 
in the United States, bass, yellow perch, brown trout, and brook trout 
had been introduced to waters “without proper investigation,” and was 
“ill-advised.” At that time, and ever since, he had recommended to the 
fisheries department that only native Rocky Mountain species, primar-
ily cutthroat, be planted in Eastern Slopes streams.82

In 1924, Red Deer anglers were successful in arguing that the 
Banff hatchery should at least supply the Raven River with Loch Leven. 
However, the Department of Marine and Fisheries refused to see the 
fish introduced into Southern Alberta, as the CAA wanted. In the end, 
Calgary anglers gained a concession to their request only accidentally. 
In 1925, the fish was introduced to Carrot Creek, near Canmore, when 
a truck carrying Loch Leven from Banff to Red Deer basin streams 
broke down and the driver had to hurriedly release his cargo there.83

Plans to open the season earlier, catch smaller fish, and stock 
streams with species of fish that had never swum in local waters horri-
fied purists. All the same, even by 1919, individuals within the SAAA 
had already begun breaking ranks to lobby for the introduction of 
“spawn or fry game fish not already in this province,” and there was 
now open support among some members for introducing not only 
Ontario Nipigon brook trout but also rainbow into the Bow.84

This, in the opinion of the High River angler’s association, was a dis-
aster in the making. As the group noted in a letter to Darker, “When we 
start to interfere with what nature has done we are at sea.”85 Four High 
River angler-conservationists—W. D. Elliott, Edward McCorquodale, 
C. A. Farquharson, and Henry Gould (also regarded as a local bird ex-
pert)—likewise took exception to the SAAA’s shift in favour of exotics 
in a strongly worded letter to Ottawa. Elliott, writing with the associ-
ation’s secretary, Frank Watt, argued that introducing anything “other 
than nature has placed in the stream” was a poor idea, adding that, “We 
think the [SAAA] is on the wrong tack.” As for the push for changed 
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season dates, which might encourage the spread of fall spawners, High 
River anglers had noticed a steady decline in cutthroat some forty 
miles up their own stream, the Highwood. “When one looks back ten 
or twenty years,” Elliott and Watt wrote, “it is sad to reflect that their 
numbers are now replaced by the grayling.”86

The stage was set. Whatever anglers who aligned themselves with 
conservationists might say about the need to protect their favourite 
fish, the native cutthroat, the business and commercial classes—and, 
behind them, the demographic clout of the city—were moving in a dif-
ferent direction immediately after the war.

Ironically, anglers so fiercely debating season dates and minimum 
catch sizes were not in the position to see much of the bigger picture 
at the time. The fight between cutthroat preservationists and moun-
tain whitefish advocates in Calgary was largely based on assumptions 
that species of fish grow at the same rate and each species spawns at 
its own respective times of the year. Setting a minimum size of land-
ings, it was hoped, would move anglers to kill only adults that had al-
ready reached sexual maturity; killing smaller fish would otherwise kill 
juveniles before they reached maturity and strike decisively at a fish 
population’s breeding stock. But, in fact, depending on the water body, 
for instance, the McLeod River drainage, fish such as rainbow trout 
grow very slowly and become sexually mature long before they reach 
five to six inches; conversely, in the Oldman River, the same fish might 
reach ten inches before it even reaches maturity to spawn.87 It is clear, 
too, that anglers wanted to nail down exactly when cutthroat spawn, 
this to protect them accordingly within closed season dates. It was true 
that cutthroat is generally a late-spring and early-summer spawner, but 
it turns out that the species can have “both prolonged and variable” 
spawning times—from April to August; members of cutthroat popula-
tions can have changing spawning times annually and they can spawn 
at different times within the different streams they occupy in Alberta.88 
Nevertheless, the debate among Calgary anglers about how to conserve 
fish and which species to prioritize in regulations mattered a great deal 
in the ensuing question about how to save pioneer fishing in Alberta’s 
cold-water streams.
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3 
Tending the Highwood’s Underwater 
Gardens

They stood about on the rough trail beaten in the cow pasture along 
the Highwood River. It was an otherwise quiet Saturday afternoon in 
July 1926, just up on the benchland above the river valley. At the very 
spot where the first of many cattle gates opened and closed to anglers 
driving west along the river in new-fangled, noisy, and cantankerous 
automobiles, the members of High River’s angling protective associ-
ation were stopping drivers to ask where they were coming from and 
just where they were headed with their fishing rods.

Town anglers were taking such interest in these matters for a rea-
son. As Calgary’s own streams grew crowded with pot fishers and 
urban industry and construction affected waterways, the popularity 
of countryside visits and recreation in “nature” had exploded. During 
the early 1920s—a period so difficult economically and demograph-
ically for towns like Didsbury, Fort Macleod, Lethbridge, and High 
River—automobiles quickened the pace of outsider visits to rural areas. 
Farmers owned autos, but urbanites used them in ways that thoroughly 
rankled countryside folk. City “auto-tourists” arrived like gawking, in-
trusive, and rude colonizers, seemingly ready to take whatever a town 
could offer and make demands for whatever it did not.1 The influx of 
outsiders, many of them intent on fishing, expanded significantly with 
automobile use, spurring some of the largest and most influential con-
servation campaigns of the interwar era.

Few Alberta towns mobilized so methodically and with such de-
termination as High River anglers did in the 1920s. Throughout the 
decade, its angling protective association wielded considerable political 
influence to shape fisheries policies, with its members guarding the 
trout sanctuaries of the magnificent Highwood River.
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The Calgary Auto-Tourist
As almost everyone knew, most of the visitors to the Highwood in 
1926, trammelling ranges and driving pell-mell over riverbanks in 
automobiles, hailed from Calgary. The city’s population, although still 
growing sluggishly after the wartime hiatus, exceeded sixty-five thou-
sand. Poised for the next boom, Calgary was a city with aspirations of 
rivalling the status of Winnipeg, which, before the war, had been the 
region’s chief commercial and cultural centre and the point of entry to 
Canada’s West. Calgary’s bustling literary clubs, women’s auxiliaries, 
social scene, and arts-supporting, theatre-going classes were mobiliz-
ing for economic prosperity.

Nothing seized Calgarians’ imagination quite like the ultimate-
ly modern contrivance, the automobile. In 1921, the city’s Morning 
Albertan ran sections devoted to automobiles, their maintenance, and 
their use, especially in countryside visits. It also ran no end of reports 
on the abuse of the new transport device, often in the hands of in-
experienced drivers. There was the case of Thomas Stinson, who “ran 
amuck” with his vehicle and, on Ninth Avenue, ran down a certain G. 
C. Abernathy, who was visiting the city from Champion. Reportedly, 
“after running over him,” Stinson calmly backed the car off the man’s 
body and . . . drove away at a good rate of speed.” He then flattened 
Allan Laughton, who was riding his bicycle. Stinson was finally appre-
hended at his home and arrested.2

Calgary streets were already becoming congested with automobiles. 
In 1914 auto registrations in Alberta topped 4,700, a tenfold increase 
from only four years before. Dozens of automobile models were seen 
on Calgary’s streets by that time.3 People were speeding down roads 
to the peril of pedestrians and parking vehicles along curbs overnight, 
contrary to a bylaw ordering them to use garages at their residences. It 
is surely ironic that they also turned to their cars to escape all the may-
hem and “overcivilizing” effects of city life. With the help of technology, 
they could escape the mess of modernity and retreat to the countryside 
to fish the upper stretches of Southern Alberta rivers and streams. One 
was the Morning Albertan’s society page columnist, Daisy MacGregor, 
who clearly relaxed along the Highwood to cast her line in the war years.

Although early vehicles notoriously broke down or blew tires, and 
most roads were “dirt trails riddled with almost impassable ruts,” 
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automobiles made possible the great urban invasion of the countryside 
and spurred the growing popularity of outdoor leisure.4 In the case of 
fishing and hunting, the rapid growth of Calgary, which had led to the 
flushing out of game from its nearby forests and fields and the crowd-
ing of local stream fronts, gave urbanites all the more reason to procure 
an automobile. As one sportsman explained it, by 1921 one needed to 
go as far from Calgary as Innisfail (just south of Red Deer) to find the 
last braces of rapidly disappearing prairie chicken. A car was the best 
way to get there.5

Among the well-heeled Calgarians taking to the wheel in those 
years was Austin de Burnus Winter, a lawyer who was also one of the 
city’s most sophisticated sportsmen. Born in Exeter, England, in 1882, 
Winter moved to Calgary in 1903 and was admitted to the bar in 1909. 
He arrived in Calgary just in time to witness streams drained of fish 
and fields emptied of pronghorn antelope and native birds. His con-
servation concerns dovetailed well with the work of John F. Eastwood’s 
Calgary Fish and Game Protective Association, and Winter became in-
volved with others in the association who were scrambling to replenish 

 
FIGURE 3.1 

Daisy MacGregor, Society Editor of the Albertan, fishing the Highwood, 1918. NA-
2772-10, Glenbow Library and Archives.
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these wild places. He and his associates talked of replacing the dis-
appearing antelope with Swiss chamois.6 More immediately, in 1907, 
Winter, Fred J. Green, and George I. Wood, all Calgarians, brought in 
bobwhite quail, the broods travelling comfortably in a heated rail car 
to be liberated at Midnapore, just south of the city. Unfortunately, most 
of them froze to death in the famous cattle-killing blizzards that win-
ter. But, in 1908, Winter’s group tried again with Hungarian partridges 
purchased from a Pennsylvanian dealer. The birds multiplied quick-
ly. An Oregon breeder supplied Chinese ringnecks in 1928 and, later, 
Mongolian pheasants. But their greatest work was possibly in trans-
planting chukar partridge in a bid to replace the now-disappearing 
prairie chicken. The plan was simple: raise the broods, distribute them 
to other associations for careful guarding, and see that they multiply in 
the province’s far-flung fields and forests.7

Winter had broods pecking at seed in the backyard of his posh 
house in Mount Royal. The home on 21st Avenue and 6th Street West 
in Calgary’s most exclusive neighbourhood perfectly captured his work 
ethic, his flair for introducing the exotic into western environs, and 
his passion for all things sporty. Built on a precipitous slope, Winter’s 
home was designed to capitalize on its location and impressive land-
scaping. The winding front steps led through a garden lined with blue 
spruce and past Japanese lanterns, a tile-roofed mailbox, and shaded 
pagoda, all contributing to an oriental theme.8 But it was not a quiet 
retreat, by any means. Winter himself was an avid dog-man and kennel 
keeper. He bought setters and retrievers from distant US dealers and 
entered them in competitions convened in the foothills. His evenings 
were spent corresponding with sporting associations in New York, 
Chicago, and San Francisco. From American and English dealers, he 
purchased guns and replacement parts, and handcrafted hobnailed 
boots for the next spring duck hunt.9 Winter was also an unapologetic 
“moderationist” in the post-war prohibition era. His sporting compan-
ions made sure to share their supply of “splendid stock” with him on 
their shooting trips.10 In the run-up to the big Alberta plebiscite on 
prohibition in November 1923, voters were to decide on continuing 
the wartime booze restriction or choose between various wet options. 
One of Winter’s bird-hunting companions joked with him about evok-
ing the ghost of Alberta’s legendary imbiber, Bob Edwards, to foresee 
whether the vote would mean “moisture” in Alberta’s weather forecast 
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or more “internal dryness” in the province.11 Winter threw himself 
into the campaign of the Moderation League of Alberta.12 So did R. A. 
Darker, serving as the league’s secretary, who invited Winter, as a law-
yer, to attend meetings and show that “every trade, business, profession 
or calling” was represented in the movement to end prohibition.13 In 
the end, the Moderationists prevailed. Almost 94,000 Albertans voted 
to allow government sales of liquor through permits and the controlled 
sale of beer in licenced establishments. Almost 62,000 voted to con-
tinue prohibition.14

By 1923, Winter and most of his friends had cars, which were pro-
viding “every travelling comfort” for their owners and their dogs and 
attendants, as one friend told Winter: he saw “no reason for spend-
ing money on hotels and taking long scouting drives in the morning. 
Each evening we will locate a roosting ground and park our car close 
at hand.”15 Cars like these had removable seats so that sleeping bags 
could be stretched out, and the trunks could carry cooking equip-
ment and food stuffs. Winter frequently caught lifts with friends who 
were more than happy to provide the gasoline if he brought along his 
dogs, rated as some of the best sporting animals in the city.16 To one 
of his bird-hunting companions purchasing a Hudson sedan, Winter 
only trusted that he had fully considered “our annual chicken shoot.” 
Beyond the comfort of driver and passengers, it would need “space for 
the usual impediments, the game and the bird dogs.”17

Drivers rambled almost anywhere in cars in those years. They used 
autos more like mechanical horses on four wheels. In roadless areas, 
they cranked gears to get over rocky slopes, backed up to gain momen-
tum needed to climb hills, and splashed across creek and riverbeds. 
They chugged their way into otherwise remote spots, their backfiring 
engines an endless source of consternation to farmers and ranchers. 
Many tended to leave a trail of garbage behind them when they re-
turned to the city. At least in the eyes of locals, there was nothing more 
obnoxious than Calgary’s automobile drivers.

One of their choice destinations for fishing: the Highwood Valley. 
In 1922, the Calgary Herald recognized that over the past eight to ten 
years, the upper sections of the river had become “the poor man’s play-
ground” for Calgarians. Banff had its appeal to well-off Calgarians, but 
it was in the Highwood’s forestry reserve where picnicking is “altogeth-
er unrestricted in the matter of free and easy personal liberty of action,” 
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provided that Calgarians respected the very liberal reserve regulations. 
A Calgary man “with a car and his pleasure-seeking family” needed 
little in ways of supply and only a short forty-five-mile drive from High 
River brought everyone to the rock grade of Mount Head and then the 
“far-famed” Cataract Creek fishing holes, “wherefrom several five-
pound cutthroat have been taken.” The Herald writer himself claimed 
to have landed Cataract cutthroat beauties “using only a willow pole, a 
rough string, and a chunk of raw beef dangling on a hook.” He now saw 
the fish delighting “to battle with the man handling expensive tackle, 
alluring flies, and a wading costume from head to heel; also a wicker 
basket.”18

Frank Watt, of the recently formed Highwood River Angling 
Protective Association, grew concerned with these hordes of Calgary 
visitors. Watt, a construction worker from Guelph, Ontario, had come 
to Alberta in the late 1890s and, ironically, had helped build most of 
the roads and bridges along the Highwood River that later so frus-
trated him. He also served as a district school trustee and was an avid 
reader who prided himself on being well-informed about national 
and local issues.19 Apparent to this road builder were the deleterious 
effects of visiting automobilists on the once “splendid” fishing holes 
along the Highwood. Now “heavily fished” by anglers “who never had 
an opportunity to do so before,” Watt reported that his river’s trout 
were “scarce and very wary.”20 The river had been spared the impact 
of railroad construction up its valley, of big-scale coal mining, such 
as that in Bankhead and Canmore, and the hydroelectric development 
of the sort beginning on Banff’s Lake Minnewanka. Although season-
ally affected by the heavy upstream logging and the spring log drive 
organized by the High River-based Lineham Lumber Company, the 
Highwood had retained its robust fish populations well into the pion-
eer period. The Lineham company’s log boom just north of the town 
limits, which provided a narrow bridge for traffic, served anglers well: 
in the fall, mountain whitefish came up the river to the boom. Early 
pioneers remembered the bridge “lined with boys with long bamboo 
poles with brass wire snares attached to the end of the poles, snaring 
the fish. Others were fishing with hook and line.”21

As early as 1913, however, E. W. Miller, chief inspector of fisheries 
for the Department of Marine and Fisheries, saw a dramatic increase in 
automobile traffic along rivers in the southern areas of the province, with 
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the Highwood drawing the biggest crowds. George Stanley, a physician 
soon to be High River’s representative to Alberta’s legislative assem-
bly, had alerted the fisheries department to the increase, commenting 
that the Highwood “is probably the most important river in Southern 
Alberta as far as fish is concerned.”22 With local pressure growing on 
the department of fisheries, the river got S. H. (Sam) Smith, who lived 
in the small settlement of Pekisko, as a paid guardian. A Conservative 
Party man respected by the many ranchers on the western sections of 
the river, Smith proved a good choice. Smith was lauded by cattleman 
Frederick Ings, whom Miller described as “living in the heart of the 
best fishing waters” of the Highwood and who was among the “many 
persons much interested in the preservation of trout.”23 During open 
season, Smith patrolled the river four or five days of each week. Helping 
him was the Calgary-based fisheries department overseer, J. S. Hoad, 
who also visited the river and issued tickets to offenders. There was also 
the High River detachment of the North-West Mounted Police that 
maintained its own patrols of the mountain stream.24

The Highwood’s reputation grew after the war, and so did visits by 
automobile-driving tourists. Regarded as one of the premier fly-fishing 
spots in the west, the river was especially popular because it was ac-
cessible by the railroad from Calgary, which ran through High River, 
and had good road access as well. None other than Chicago’s Dr. H. J. 
Morlan, of the powerful conservation organization, the Izaak Walton 
League of America, and one of the editors of Outdoor Recreation, vis-
ited the Highwood in the interwar years. Having fished “all over the 
world,” he concluded that there was “no more beautiful or deserving 
stream anywhere” than the Highwood. In 1925, having “cogitated over 
the possibilities of that magnificent stream,” Morlan wrote a letter to 
fellow anglers in High River urging them to take up the cause of pro-
tecting the river from overfishing. “To neglect this stream in my opin-
ion would be nothing short of treason,” Morlan wrote. “And after all, 
we are ALL Americans, even though we fly a different flag.”25

Morlan really did not have to convince High River people about 
the merits of their river. They had an almost mystical relationship with 
it. The Highwood is a mountain stream, born officially at 1,752 metres 
above sea level, where Mist and Storm Creeks join in the slate-grey crags 
of the Rockies in what is today Peter Lougheed Provincial Park. The 
river’s origins in such perpendicular circumstances lend it a dangerous, 
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almost feral, character. At its higher elevations, the Highwood is chiefly 
fed by snowmelt, and the cliffs, mountain mosses, and stands of lodge-
pole pine near its source are almost perpetually soaked in moisture. 
The spirit of the river, its essence, is created in swirling mountain clouds 
and mists, as if the water flows from heaven itself.26

In its higher reaches, the Highwood tumbles out of V-shaped val-
leys. Ranchers have difficulty getting cattle close enough to the river to 
drink in these areas, but, at 1,416 metres above sea level, the river slows 
and spreads out into a U-shaped valley, scoured in ancient times by 
glacial ice. The waters lose speed, and in many places, like a dog follow-
ing its nose, the river meanders back and forth among glacial terraces. 
People living along this stretch of the river, now fully in ranching coun-
try, learned long ago not to discount the river’s power, even at this slow-
er rate of flow. The Highwood can easily change course on its gravels, 

 
FIGURE 3.2

Early view of the Highwood Valley. NA-695-79, Glenbow Library and Archives.
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and, from time to time, it bucks its floodplain and destroys everything 
a farmer or rancher owns.27

From the earliest days of the settlement, High River citizens knew 
and respected the river that flowed through their town. They lived their 
lives to the sound of its waters. They knew it could flood in spring, 
during runoff, and in winter, with ice jams. Old-timers referenced their 
lives according to the Highwood’s high-water marks, remembering 
the big floods, such as those of 1899, 1902, 1908, and 1912, when the 
river decided to rise and inundate their living rooms. High River cit-
izens were reminded of the river’s power in the great flood of 2013. As 
photographs in the Museum of the Highwood later made plain, during 
floods, the grey waters could swirl right through downtown, carrying 
board sidewalks with it.28 The unpredictability of its waters, however, 
never detracted from the Highwood’s beauty. The river had such life 
that it could even console pioneers whose hopes were dashed, as it ap-
parently did a certain Harry Albert Ford. After spying coal seams along 
the river’s western stretches, Ford had purchased leases, dropping his 
real-estate work, and sank his capital—too little, it turned out—into 
a failing mine. Despite this cruel reversal of fortune, the High River 
Times later found him quite content, ensconced in a cabin above the 
floodplain, in the company of his Airedale. The Union Jack flew from a 
flagpole, the paper reported, and both man and dog seemed “at peace 
with the world” in the Highwood valley.29

Dr. H. J. Morlan’s concerns about overfishing on the Highwood 
River were long understood by High River citizens. Frank Watt, as 
mentioned, complained in 1922 that autos now opened Highwood 
streams to angling by outsiders.30 Herbert N. (“Bert”) Sheppard, whose 
ranch house to the west of High River—appropriately called Sheer 
Cliff Ranch—looked directly over a magnificent escarpment onto the 
Highwood near present-day Longview, was likewise concerned, espe-
cially with the damage done to riverside hay meadows by campers. “Not 
only do people camp and drive through the hay meadows tramping 
down the hay,” he reported in 1922, “but they are most careless about 
fires.” He now saw “thousands of people from the cities and adjacent 
prairies who since motors have come into use, and especially during 
the last four dry years have enjoyed the use of the Forest Reserve as a 
picnicking and camping place, and while there have passed the time 
fishing.”31
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The problem expanded in scope in the mid-1920s. Willow Creek, 
with its headwaters close enough to the Highwood basin that High 
River anglers included it in their protection efforts, flowed south to the 
Oldman, within reach of bustling, growing towns including Stavely, 
Claresholm, Granum, and Fort Macleod. On a visit to the Willow 
Creek area in 1926, R. T. Rodd, who was by then the fisheries inspector 
for Alberta, noted that “there are hundreds of people from the small 
towns such as Nanton, Stavely, Champion, Carmangay, etc. who during 
the summer months, fish in the Willow Creek and make trips into the 
foot hills for camping.” Nor was he blind to the result: “No doubt these 
campers, or fishing parties, cause considerable trouble,” he surmised, 
by opening gates and letting cattle out as well as leaving “rubbish, tin 
cans, etc.” behind them.32

Since the law gave anglers a right of access to streams, including 
streams flowing through private property, those seeking sport in out-
of-the-way fishing holes ended up raising the hackles of a lot of farmers 
and ranchers. Calgary angler Henry Stewart, claiming thirty years of 
experience fishing the streams west and southwest of the city, was irked 
by the hostility he was feeling among country folk in the foothills by 
the late 1920s. In a letter to the Calgary Daily Herald, he reminded his 
fellow urban anglers of their right to fish, despite reports that “people 
living on land running into streams chase anglers off with shotguns 
and vicious dogs.”33

In response to Stewart’s letter, conservationist and public speaker 
Dave Blacklock took the opportunity to write to the Herald to com-
plain about the campers who were chugging by car up and down the 
Highwood and the Bow, mangling stream fronts. He suggested Stewart 
take up land along one of the heavily fished streams. He would know 
what a local resident had to contend with when he had to “put up broken 
fences, shut gates, [and] catch and remove tin cans from the lower jaw 
and hoofs of cattle, due to careless campers.”34

The invasion of visitors, with their apparent lack of concern for the 
welfare of locals, bothered High River people at precisely the same mo-
ment when the community’s own prospects seemed bleak. The town’s 
fantastic growth in the first decade of the century—from a mere 153 
souls in 1901 to 1,182 in 1911—had stalled during the war years. The 
1921 census showed that High River’s population had increased by only 
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sixteen people since the war’s end, and townspeople watched rival com-
munities now attracting settlers, railway stations, and investment.35

Quite apart from the implications for the economic fortunes of 
High River, the expansion of settlement elsewhere in the area had pot-
entially grave implications for the Highwood. Always a source of nat-
ural wealth, it now nourished not only High River citizenry but also 
the bustling and quickly growing communities downstream or via the 
Little Bow River.

High River Anglers Organize for Tributary Closure
As early as 1918, locals began organizing to remedy the problem of 
overfishing. Drought conditions in the foothills were tempting indi-
viduals to take fish below legal size. At least a thousand such fish, High 
River’s anglers reckoned, had been poached “in a big killing of under-
sized trout” in the 1918 season alone.36 Conditions were no better the 
next year. Tributaries ran so low in 1919 that, by August, anglers in 
the town were seeing dead fish floating in the river, killed by elevated 
water temperatures in parched tributaries.37 The High River Times fret-
ted about dour angling prospects: “We fear the waters of the Highwood 
River have been sadly depleted of all its large fish.”38

In High River, one of the most impressive groundswells of sup-
port for conservation moved toward tributary closure, an idea that 
took hold in 1918. Even before many young men returned from the 
war, town elders began pushing for tributaries to be closed, believing 
that these fed the Highwood with its prized trout. As one resident stat-
ed, this critical habitat was now visited by “larger numbers of people 
from Calgary, Lethbridge, Vulcan, Okotoks and other towns around 
about” who would “camp out for days at a time, salting down their 
catches in barrels.”39 A meeting held in 1919 brought together Edward 
McCorquodale, Henry Gould, and a number of other professionals 
from the town, notably W. D. Elliott, the town’s most respected fly fish-
er and considered “the most informed angler in our community.”40

At that meeting, forty-eight anglers from the town and nearby 
ranches demanded that, “for the preservation of good sport in the fu-
ture,” the government close “all tributaries of the Highwood,” as well 
as Willow Creek, on the grounds that these streams constituted “the 
natural breeding grounds for trout.”41 The petition, sent to Ottawa by 
George Stanley, had an immediate effect. The department dispatched 
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its Winnipeg-based central region chief inspector, George Davidson, to 
confirm the poor state of the streams in question, and, in May 1919, as 
High River anglers had requested, a federal order-in-council closed the 
Highwood’s tributaries (erroneously including Willow Creek as one of 
its tributaries) to angling for two years, later extended to 1922.42

High River’s stream closure idea spread. Dealing with their own 
disappointing creels, Calgary conservationists followed High River’s 
example to push for more stream closures. During the summer of 
1919, drought conditions had had a grievous impact on the streams in 
Eastern Slope watersheds, including the Bow River. A common com-
plaint among anglers was that fish on the river were undersized, a phe-
nomenon to which G. C. Langley, a Calgary fisheries officer, was able 
to attest. Langley reported that, in 1918 and again in 1919, he had to 
catch and release a hundred trout in order to bag ten or twelve fish large 
enough to keep.43 Langley sent on to Ottawa a petition from Fish Creek 
anglers demanding that Bow and Elbow Rivers tributaries be closed for 
one or two years to recover.44 In Robert Darker’s SAAA meetings, mem-
bers raised concerns that unless tributaries were closed for at least two 
years, “it would be difficult to obtain a good day’s fishing” anywhere.45 

 
FIGURE 3.3 

Distributing hatchery fry on the Highwood River, Fish Guardian Sam Smith seen on 
the left. NA-0695-67, Glenbow Library and Archives.
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Darker’s group pressed the government to close Bragg Creek and Fish 
Creek, “which are the natural breeding place for trout,” all tributaries 
of the Elbow River, and Bow River tributaries (except the Ghost River) 
on its north side from Calgary to Rocky Mountains National Park.46

The fisheries department, overwhelmed by grassroots support for 
the measure, especially the SAAA’s recommendation that all streams 
in Southern Alberta be closed, complied.47 In 1920, an order-in-council 
closed for two years “all Southern Alberta tributaries,” including those 
of the Red Deer River.48

Drought prompted other changes. On Pekisko Creek, a major 
tributary of the Highwood, fires in the foothills burned off much of 
the snowmelt water that fed the creek. Several years of low spring and 
summer precipitation also lowered water levels to the stream’s very 
gravels in some places. The creek ran right through George Lane’s Bar 
U ranch, one of the most important spreads in the Pekisko valley.49 
Lane had built irrigation works to help relieve his ranch, but it was 
obvious that few fish remained in the creek, all the way from its head-
waters in the foothills to the point where it now slipped listlessly into 
the Highwood.50 Even with such tributaries closed to fishing, fish popu-
lations had to be revived.

To save the situation, Lane made a bold request. He asked the Banff 
hatchery to plant no less than 1.5 million cutthroat fry in Pekisko Creek 
and another million in the upper sections of the similarly parched 
Willow Creek.51

The request must have raised the eyebrows of R. T. Rodd, who was 
the hatchery’s superintendent at the time. In those years, the Banff 
hatchery was lucky to produce half a million cutthroat fry annually, and 
almost all of them were destined for the mountain streams in the park 
itself.52 All the same, the hatchery was willing to help. Rodd arrived in 
High River with about fifty thousand fry to be released into Pekisko 
Creek. They were not cutthroat, however, but rainbow trout, and the 
stocking constituted the fisheries department’s first real experiment in 
planting the new fish in Southern Alberta streams. Rodd had little dif-
ficulty planting the rainbow fry darting about in the water-filled milk 
cans he had brought. Lane had sent a truck and cars to the High River 
rail station to meet him. On arriving, Rodd was duly greeted by “sever-
al of the good sports of that town.” With the help of Lane’s vehicles, the 
fry arrived in good shape for their release into Pekisko Creek.53
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With the planting an apparent success, in 1920 High River anglers 
formally created their association, its members dedicating themselves 
to guarding the streams they had helped close while lobbying for more 
hatchery fry to renew life in their river. The association was composed 
of very serious anglers. Prominent among them was W. D. Elliott, the 
manager of the local branch of the Bank of Commerce.

Elliott revered the Highwood. As he later wrote in his bank’s in-
house magazine on his experience on the river: “No you cannot go 
out and fill a creel by simply casting a nondescript fly any place on the 
stream, not by any means.” Hooking a fish on the Highwood required 
skill. But for Elliott the river was more than about its trout. It was also:

the scenery; the benches; acres and acres of wild geraniums, 
tiger lilies, Marson meadow, a picture crammed with flowers 
against the mountains—sun rises and sunsets that a man would 
give millions to live with—and then that tumbling, foaming, 
tempestuous, clear-as-a-crystal mountain stream. Here a rush-
ing torrent, there a limpid pool, a nice quiet run, rapids, and 

 
FIGURE 3.4 

Hunting Party on the EP Ranch, with Alec Ballachey (left) and Edward, Prince of 
Wales, third from left. NA-2046-4, Glenbow Library and Archives.
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above all, no dirt, no dust—ozone purified by being swept over 
miles of clean, clear snow-fields and tall green forests.54

At their first meeting, the Highwood anglers elected Elliott president, 
Edward, Prince of Wales their honorary president, and George Lane 
their honorary vice-president.55 Although Edward, Prince of Wales, 
was voted merely as the association’s figurehead president, there was 
rationale in his appointment. The Prince had purchased his spread, the 
EP Ranch, in 1917, and in his frequent visits to Western Canada, he 
rode horses on his land and fished in the stocked lake on his spread and 
along Pekisko Creek. Most socialites in Calgary relished the opportun-
ity to join Edward for grouse hunting or angling, followed by dinner 
around his lake at the ranch.56

The Highwood River Angling Protective Association, as it was 
named, charged $2 for a membership. In addition, the annual fishing 
permit fee had recently been raised from $1 to $2, this to reduce the 
numbers of permit-holding anglers and raise government revenues 
to pay guardians to better enforce the law.57 Angling the Highwood 
as a member, then, would now cost $4 in fees (almost $60 in today’s 
money). The association’s membership immediately moved the request 
to the federal government to keep the Highwood’s tributaries inside 
and outside the forest reserve closed to angling. They also lobbied for 
the Highwood River itself closed for a year west of the Gunnery Grade, 
in the Bow River Forest Reserve.

In addition to their motions, the association wrote up its own ap-
plication for hatchery fry for the Highwood’s tributaries. They made 
their preference for native fish clear: they again asked for cutthroat, and 
no less than two million of them.58

The association also urged the government to appoint more 
guardians of their own choosing, these to serve year-round on each 
of the closed streams and seize fish hogs.59 Although the department 
could not have paid for such extensive protection, it did accept the 
association’s demand to reappoint the local hero—the paid guardian 
Sam Smith. Smith had been a cowhand at the Rio Alto Ranch on the 
Highwood River when he was assigned to the job after the Conservative 
Robert Borden’s sweeping win in the federal elections of 1911. William 
Lyon Mackenzie King’s Liberal victory in 1921 might have threatened 
Smith’s reappointment. However, he was known as one of the most 
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effective guardians in the region. After his brief replacement earlier by 
a returning war vet, the High River association members met with a 
visiting senior Ottawa administrator, impressing on him that Smith’s 
successor “did not act” in patrolling, did no enforcement, and allowed 
a good portion of anglers on Highwood waters without permits. They 
convinced him to keep Smith in his duties.60

There was a reason why High River anglers wanted Smith. 
According to Frank Watt, a good friend of Smith’s, the guardian knew 
“no friends or favourites” when it came to the fisheries laws. Watt said 
that he himself had “frequently been checked up by him on my fishing 
trips and have had to show him my license and catch.”61 Angler and 
rancher Bert Sheppard agreed. In his memoir, Sheppard said that Smith 
“would pinch his own grandmother if he caught her fishing in a closed 
stream.”62 The great wilderness writer, Raymond M. Patterson at the 
Buffalo Head ranch in the 1930s, perfectly described Smith’s ability to 
appear in the most unexpected places. On one occasion when Patterson 
accompanied his ranch hands moving cattle up to Flat Creek, reaching 
it before dawn’s light, he saw something off to the side: “A match flared 
out some distance away from me and a humorous, weather-beaten 
face, crowned by an old-time Stetson, glowed red for a moment and 
then vanished again into a gloom that seemed deeper than before. That 
would be Sam Smith, the fishery warden of the Highwood district, a 
firm friend and ally, communing with his first pipe of the day.”63 No 
doubt Smith’s trail skills and uncanny ability to show up just about 
anywhere in patrol kept him in such high esteem by members of the 
Highwood River Angling Protective Association.

High River’s idea of tributary closure rested on a vision of the water-
shed dividing into “nursery” areas, where fish spawned, and fishing 
zones, where anglers could catch them. In those spaces the same anglers 
could be better scrutinized by those concerned with enforcing the regu-
lations, an approach implying strong surveillance over closed streams 
as well as vigilance over the open ones. High River anglers seem to have 
learned of the measure from American precedents in stream closure. 
Here, the movement originated with the rank and file, those who had 
a practical, rather than an academic or scientific, understanding of the 
foothills streams. The idea of closing tributaries was based on a theory 
that trout first grew, as fingerlings, in the tiny feeder streams high up 
in the watersheds, near the mountains in which they hatched, before 
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moving into numerous small tributaries, such as Pekisko, Cataract, 
and Bull Creeks. These small streams sheltered young fish and, having 
given them enough respite to gain sufficient girth, would send them out 
into the larger rivers as mature trout.64 These same mature trout would 
return to spawn from whence they came. The idea was, then, to protect 
the tributary “nurseries” so that plenty of fish would be available to 
stock major rivers such as the Bow, the Highwood, the Oldman, and 
the Red Deer.

Decades later, close scientific study of trout behaviour in mountain 
streams overturned the assumptions that supported the tributary clos-
ure movement. Cutthroat populations are composed of both migratory 
fluvial members and more stationary locals. The species gains some of 
its resilience by the varied life histories playing out within its member-
ship, whereby some of its population moved from mainstreams into 
spawning grounds, while others, typically smaller in size, stayed put 
in tributary streams in more circumscribed territories.65 Some key in-
sights in cutthroat behaviours were first derived in the 1950s studies 
of fish biologist Richard Miller. He carefully studied cutthroat migra-
tion by tagging fish at Gorge Creek, in the present-day Kananaskis 
Park system. Miller found that, after drifting from their spawning beds 
and finding good feeding places on a stream, fish tended to stay put 
as they aged. The trout he studied over a three-year period remained, 
like homebodies, within twenty yards of the same place. Moreover, 
the trout remained stubbornly loyal to their birthplaces. When Miller 
moved individuals downstream or upstream from their homes, they 
returned to them, despite the exertion required, apparently using scent 
retained in their memory to do so.66 As Miller explained in a 1953 as-
sessment of permanent stream closures, still in effect in Alberta, two 
common observations of trout formed the basis of an erroneous idea 
of trout life history: “the presence of small trout in tributaries and the 
occasional use of tributaries by large trout for spawning purposes.”67 
Small fish in tributaries, however, were not all young. Some weigh-
ing 2–6 ounces could be five to seven years old, whereas “a few yards 
away, in the larger rivers, are trout of the same age weighing more than 
one pound.”68 “It is impossible that these should be the parents of the 
trout in the tributaries,” Miller pointed out, especially since traps at 
the mouths of tributaries set in May “fail to intercept any significant 
downstream movement of trout throughout the summer.”69 Though 
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some large river trout spawned in tributaries, the broader reality was 
that a lot did not and by closing a tributary, smaller cutthroat would 
grow up, mature and die and “contribute nothing to other parts of the 
drainage.”70 In short, cutthroat lovingly protected as juveniles in tribu-
taries were probably not swimming their way into larger rivers, as High 
River anglers had hoped.

The Magnificent Highwood: A River Worth Saving
Flaws in the theory notwithstanding, the idea of stream closure quickly 
seized imaginations in High River. With Highwood tributaries officially 
closed along with the rest of tributaries in Southern Alberta—even the 
Red Deer River’s—until 1922, High River’s citizens might have found a 
similar peace. However, their sense of security soon shattered. Calgary’s 
appetite for the fish swimming in closed streams revived. After the 
1920 season ended, a breakaway group within the SAAA joined forces 
with the anglers in the CAA to push for the immediate reopening of 
several rivers to the southwest and west of the city— Sheep, Ghost, and 
Kananaskis Rivers.71 Nanton’s Foothills Angling Association, wanting 
to angle Willow Creek, felt that the SAAA’s interest in stream closures 
was strictly a “local one” and should not govern other parts of the prov-
ince.72 Pincher Creek anglers, too, complained that the 1920 tributary 
closure disadvantaged homesteaders needing fish for food: “outsiders” 
had imposed the blanket policy on them.73

With consensuses breaking apart, G. S. Davidson met with the 
CAA in March 1921 and managed to convince its members to live with 
the stream closures for another year. He promised them that reopening 
would happen in 1922, when the order would expire.74 But the CAA 
wanted more than to scrap the measure. Their newspaper campaign 
would open all streams, while continuing only for a year the closure 
on those in the forestry reserve. The idea was to use angler pressure on 
the still-open main rivers in the reserve to go after the fish the CAA 
passionately hated: “War will be waged against bull trout, there being 
no season limit on them.”75

With the Department weighing its options, the CAA’s influence 
rose as a clear threat to the SAAA. The CPR’s irrigation district man-
ager, Allan Cameron, affiliated with the latter group, circulated in 
Calgary a petition protesting the CAA’s proposal signed by seventy-
eight of the city’s most respected and experienced anglers—stalwart 
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conservationists like Robert Darker and other members of the SAAA 
who knew Alberta’s streams well. Cameron sent the petition to J. G. 
Rutherford, a veterinarian in the federal Department of Agriculture, 
who forwarded it right to the desk of Ernest Lapointe, the minister of 
Marine and Fisheries, and Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie 
King’s right-hand man and Québec lieutenant. Rutherford explained 
to the minister that “a lot of your old friends in Calgary are somewhat 
disturbed by a certain element in this neighborhood to throw all the 
streams open.” He appealed to the minister “as a good Liberal, or as I 
should have said first, an old fisherman,” to abide by the petition and 
keep streams closed.76

Talk of reopening the tributaries enraged High River residents. 
Anglers in that community, whose tributaries had been closed since 
1919, assumed that the closure was permanent.77 Frank Watt hurried-
ly sent a telegram to the Department of Marine and Fisheries, which 
he followed up with a letter to George Gibson Coote, the Member of 
Parliament representing the Macleod riding. He declared emphatically 
that the urban-based anglers of the CAA were merely “selfish and have 
a narrow viewpoint and representative of the various sporting goods 
houses.”78

In his distant Ottawa office, the minister received a letter directly 
from the High River association decrying any CAA move to reopen 
Highwood streams. Its members, dedicated to “the conservation of the 
Cut Throat Trout” and “on the ground and in touch with the conditions 
year round,” felt that any reopening would encourage the bull trout, 
since anglers fishing in newly reopened tributaries would naturally dir-
ect their pressure on “our Cut Throat, our sporting fish.”79 Lapointe even 
received a telegram from Bert Sheppard, vice-president of the angling 
association, who at the time was convalescing at High River Municipal 
Hospital. In a follow-up letter, written on hospital stationery, Sheppard 
informed the minister that, having “lived on this river for years,” he 
knew “from experience what a beautiful trout stream it used to be.” It 
was imperative that tributaries be closed “for all time,” for otherwise 
“it will be ‘good bye to our trout.’”80 Cowhand Hugh Cameron, who 
also happened to be at the hospital the same time as Sheppard, wrote a 
hurried note in the same vein.81

No doubt shocked by the correspondence hitting its quiet offices 
in Ottawa, the fisheries department dispatched its senior officer from 
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Winnipeg, chief inspector George Davidson, to High River. Davidson 
met with the High River association. A year earlier, Davidson had met 
with members of the CAA, who had convinced him to pull the season 
opening date back to May 15—a decision he regretted. Although the 
department had decided to restore the June 15 opening, High River 
folk seemed to be the only ones still wanting tributaries to remain 
closed. In their meeting, the High River association’s president and 
treasurer, with six other members attending, apparently made it “so 
evident” to the chief inspector that reopening tributaries would result 
in the cutthroat’s destruction that Davidson took their side. With “each 
and every one” of the executive members giving their assurance that 
they would afford “every protection to the waters if the streams were 
closed,” Davidson made a decision.82 While the fisheries department 
allowed Bow River tributaries west of Calgary to be reopened, it closed 
the Highwood’s again for the 1923 season for three years and ended up 
keeping them closed for the rest of the decade.83

Coarse Fish and other Interlopers in the Highwood’s 
Trout Kingdom
Tributary closures complemented natural processes perceived in moun-
tain fish habitats. But angling associations also wanted to intervene 
more directly in stream environments against coarse fish competitors. 
The Department of Marine and Fisheries reserved for itself the right to 
cull. Only paid guardians could officially weed out unwanted fish from 
streams. In the river systems of the Eastern Slopes, these undesirables 
could include the native bull trout, in addition to various “coarse” var-
ieties. However, culling could often be avoided by setting correct season 
dates to protect certain species while discouraging the proliferation of 
others. In the considered opinion of Edward E. Prince, the Dominion’s 
fisheries commissioner, prudently planned season dates could largely 
accomplish the goals of stream management and culling.84

But anglers in High River wanted more direct action. Times called 
for it. In March 1922, the angling association’s Frank Watt emphasized 
to the fisheries department that mountain whitefish were “overrun-
ning our river” and conveyed the anglers’ recommendation that no 
creel limit be placed on the fish.85 Similarly, two weeks later, the High 
River association wrote again to report that the river, where it flowed 
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out of the forestry reserve, was “full of bull trout.”86 Later providing 
a lengthy report inventorying the fish moving into the upper reaches 
of the Highwood, the association stated that there was “no menace” 
from pike in the upper portions of the river, but suckers “year by year 
are now seen in all the splendid trout pools as far up the river as Flat 
Creek,” hitting the cutthroat spawning beds “in great numbers.”87 Ling 
(Lota lota) were “in all good sized pools as far as Flat Creek.” The as-
sociation suggested that they should be speared out through the ice in 
winter. As for the mountain whitefish (grayling), it was not “an evil 
fish, but it is detrimental,” the report stated. “When one looks back ten 
or twenty years and thinks of the number of trout there were in the 
Highwood River a mile or so above the town it is sad to reflect that their 
numbers are now replaced by the grayling.” 88

High River anglers, then, were seeing a growing menace of aliens, 
such as pike, ling, and suckers—fish that they perceived as generally 
haunting warmer waters—in their own backyards. Downstream from 
High River, to the southeast of Calgary, the Highwood flows into the Bow 
River, which then wends its way to the south and east, before eventually 
joining up with the Oldman River to form the South Saskatchewan. 
As rivers like the Bow flow out of the foothills into grassy areas (still 
relatively moist) and then onto the parched plains in the southeastern 
sections of the province, the sun-baked water warms to produce a dif-
ferent aquatic world. In southern agricultural centres like Lethbridge, 
warmer-water species thrived in water carried in the main streams 
and they invaded, along with aquatic wildlife, the myriad of irrigation 
ditches built to deliver moisture to dry farms.89 These coarse species 
could travel impressive distances either to reside or spawn. Suckers, for 
instance, were “caught freely” in Lethbridge’s irrigation ditch in 1919, 
which had, according to the Lethbridge Daily Herald, made their way to 
the city via the St. Mary River.90 Sometimes communities along irriga-
tion works and main streams transplanted coarse varieties to provide 
fishing on the prairie where little was to be had otherwise. The fisheries 
department in 1923 transported suckers “and other coarse fish” from 
Lake Winnipegosis to some fishless prairie lakes where “only suckers 
and fish of that class will live,” as one newspaper reported.91 For prairie 
fishers, pike offered sometimes the only sport in their lakes. At Newell 
Lake, near Brooks, good pike fishing was reported in 1919.92 The pike 
and pickerel caught at the Chin Coulee reservoir served the needs of 
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anglers. However, it is noteworthy that Lethbridge anglers, dissatisfied 
with that type of fishing, were ready to go to great lengths to improve 
the sport there. They urged the fisheries department to introduce lake 
trout and bass at the reservoir. Since the resident coarse fish would 
likely predate on the newcomers, the Lethbridge Rod and Gun Club 
thought the only solution was to completely drain the reservoir and do 
a “clean sweep of the undesirable fish therein” before planting gamier 
fish.93 So convinced that a booming tourist resort at Chin Coulee could 
be supported by this means, two Lethbridge businessmen took it upon 
themselves to send by airplane a letter to Ottawa requesting the reser-
voir be drained and planted with these gamier fish. They thought the 
novelty of sending the letter via this “experimental air flight” across 
Canada would “do more to attract government attention to the matter 
than ordinary means.”94

Farmers on the semi-arid and frequently droughty southeast-
ern sections of the Bow were quite happy casting hooks and landing 
suckers, ling, and similarly coarse species. To High River anglers, that 
kind of fishing was fine for farmers, but for them the problem was that 
these coarse fish, like downstream country bumpkins, seemed to be 
migrating up the lower sections of the Highwood to spawn. If they 
were, the most probable route for these fish was close at hand. In the 
early 1920s, a canal east of High River was constructed to divert peak 
Highwood waters into the Little Bow.95 According to R. T. Rodd, the 
Little Bow and some of its tributaries, including the nearby Mosquito 
Creek, were not trout streams.96 They yielded an entirely different fish-
ing experience. Mosquito Creek was so sucker-ridden that residents 
fished them with pitchforks in 1911.97 Although High River anglers did 
not directly point to the Little Bow canal as their migratory point of 
entry to the Highwood River, R. T. Rodd, by then Alberta’s fisheries 
inspector, believed that it was. Ling, suckers, and pike could travel from 
the southern interior of the province through the Little Bow and enter 
the Highwood “any time they wanted.”98 So direct this route seemed 
to Rodd that when the Department was considering in 1927 stock-
ing perch in Silver Lake, a man-made irrigation work connecting to 
Mosquito Creek, Rodd saw danger that the fish would migrate into the 
Mosquito, then into the Little Bow to the Oldman, and, going the other 
way, into the Highwood.99
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Whatever the origin or migratory paths of these fish, High River 
anglers could swear that they were invading their trout territory. In 
response to their many letters on the subject, R. T. Rodd wrote to the 
department late in 1922 that he would investigate installing a screen at 
the head gate of the Little Bow canal. He also asked the Highwood fish-
eries officer to keep an eye out for ling skulking around in the deeper 
pools. If found, Rodd recommended to guardian Sam Smith to per-
haps, “without doing much damage to the other fish,” eliminate these 
unwanted fish by dynamiting the pools.100

With Ottawa apparently not attending to their complaints, High 
River anglers took matters into their own hands. It is impossible to 
know how much coarse fish they took from the river in season to im-
prove the trout fishery. The fall-spawning bull trout, already maligned 
by fishers in the province and thought to have a taste for cutthroat 
spawn, was undoubtedly a prime target, too. The very reason why the 
High River association made sure that the closures they wanted in the 
forest reserve did not include the Highwood River itself, was that they 
saw angling there as an important means of removing bull trout, which 
otherwise would predate on their river’s preferred trout.101

The law officially stopped High River anglers from weeding bull 
trout from the Highwood River beyond open season. But in their wat-
ers near town, the local association took a firm stance on coarse fish. 
That was made clear in 1927, prior to the opening of the fishing sea-
son, when two High River youths used some sort of diabolical device 
to snare a walloping twelve-pound pike right in the middle of town. 
They proudly exhibited the three-and-a-half-foot biggie in plain view. 
This triumphant display left the local fisheries guardian, Sam Smith, 
in a quandary. Almost everyone in High River hated these fish, seen 
as invaders from downstream. But the regulations were clear. Smith, 
ordinarily unwavering in upholding the law, now found himself caught 
between his sense of duty and intense community pressure. He asked 
his overseer in Calgary, D. A. Richardson, for advice, and in the end 
struck a compromise: he pursued a conviction against the two, but he 
applied only a nominal fine and, contrary to the conventional practice 
in such cases, allowed the kids to keep their fish.102

But even here Smith overstepped his bounds, at least from the per-
spective of the town’s anglers. According to the regional fisheries man-
ager, the High River association adopted “what can only be described 
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as a childish view of the case,” paying the youths’ fine, feting them as 
heroes, and encouraging other kids to do the same destructive work.103 
In a front-page story subtitled “High River Boys Penalized for Landing 
Trout Killer,” the Calgary Daily Herald reported that the boys were 
treated as “objects of admiration” in High River and were celebrated 
for doing precisely what any good citizen should do, noting as well that 
no one else had “tried for the other whoppers still carrying on in the 
Highwood,” at least not yet. The paper also reported that the angling 
association was officially protesting the fisheries department closing 
the Highwood to pike fishing while it was spending good money plant-
ing trout fry in it.104

The association’s position was made clear by its president, Alec 
A. Ballachey. In a letter to R. T. Rodd, he declared that “it has always 
been the policy of our Association to encourage as far as possible the 
destruction of pike in the river.” Whereas on some streams pike pro-
vided the only fishing and therefore merited some form of protection, 
“this surely does not apply to a stream such as the Highwood.”105 As 
a long-time fisheries guardian and the superintendent of the hatchery 
program, however, R. T. Rodd knew that these Highwood protection-
ists, so valuable for conservation efforts in other respects, were walk-
ing a dangerous line. If regulations were changed to allow for what 
the association wanted—unlimited culling of pike on a trout stream 
in and outside the season—he replied to Ballachey, “many unscrupu-
lous people would take advantage” of the allowance to evade the season 
dates on the Highwood and take pike “and any other fish they could 
get.”106 D. A. Richardson, Rodd’s overseer in Calgary, agreed. Should 
an angler “assist in removing coarse fish from the lower waters of the 
Highwood River he has all the open season in which do so.” But no 
angler, Richardson said, could be permitted to do what the boys had 
done: using a snare device, fishing out of season, and taking a fish—
even one so despised by High River folk—still protected in its spawning 
season.107

Farmers and Ranchers Fight over Tributary Closure
At least High River anglers got what they wanted in tributary closure. 
However, stream closures were by no means popular as they extended 
farther south in the province. Townies to the south of High River saw 
the steady closing down of their favourite fishing grounds. At first, the 



793 | Tending the Highwood’s Underwater Gardens

entirety of the forest reserve was closed in 1919 due to the problem 
of forest fires.108 Then Ottawa in 1920 closed all southern tributaries, 
including those of Willow Creek, and in 1922, the Blairmore Enterprise 
reported, it went as far as closing the Crowsnest Forest Reserve, except 
the main rivers: the Oldman, Livingstone, parts of Racehorse Creek, 
and the Castle River.109 In 1925, another order closed streams in the 
Crowsnest Forest Reserve.110

No wonder that Claresholm citizens felt squeezed out of their own 
fishery. Many of their prized streams ran through the eastern portion of 
the forest reserves in the Porcupine Hills. Citizens and nearby farmers 
had avidly fished there. In 1911, the Claresholm town paper reported 
on one town party making the journey to Trout Creek in 1911 to make 
“a very large” catch of fish.111 The comic element of one such expedition 
on the same creek was retold dramatically in the Claresholm Advertiser 
in 1914:

Scene—Trout Creek, near Lyndon. Dramatis Personae—Insp. 
Tucker, J. T. Kingsley, H. O. Haslam, O. L. Reinecke. Time—Fri-
day about 4 p.m. Properties—Motor car, basket of refreshments, 
fishing poles, especially a fine, new outfit. Act 1: Flies, silence. Act 
II: Large fish. Great excitement. Act III: Broken fish-pole. Fish 
escaping. Some language, jeers from mob. Mad druggist. Other-
wise a fine trip and catch.112

Porcupine Hills tributary fishing provided recreation and a relished 
foodstuff for Claresholm and Stavely town citizens and settlers. The 
Mosley family, homesteading land twenty-eight miles to the east of 
town, would regularly take week-long fishing trips “to the hills,” which 
constituted “a highlight of the summer.” Oliver Mosley remembered 
travelling to these streams by wagon or saddle horse until switching 
to auto in the age of Ford Tin Lizzies after 1914. “The streams were 
so full of fish,” he recounted, “you had to get behind a bush to bait 
your hook.”113 Years later, Mrs. Gentry Ohler, whose parents (Mr. and 
Mrs. Andrew Nelson) settled nearby from Sweden via Montana in 
1906, evoked her own homestead memories. Difficult pioneering was 
offset by fishing. It was the family’s “main entertainment,” Ohler said. 
They ice-fished on the lakes nearby, or they took visitors from prairie 
country for excursions to western streams, “and of course would have 
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a real fish feast upon returning to the house.”114 Stanley Wyatt, too, re-
counted coming west from St. Catharines, Ontario, in 1900 to settle in 
the new town of Claresholm. Late in his life, he could name the Willow 
Creek tributaries in the Porcupine Hills. They were etched in his mind: 
Lyndon, Sharples, and others. Even nearer at hand, his biographers 
noted, “One of his greatest joys was fishing with a willow stick in the 
creek not far from his ranch.”115

It was alarming, then, in 1922 when Claresholm citizens buying 
permits found their favourite fishing grounds closed to them. The fish-
eries department’s choice of ranchers to supervise the closed streams 
did not help. Fishing, it seemed, had fallen under the control of “five or 
six different barons” who “patrol the streams and order the unfortu-
nate fishermen off,” the Lethbridge Daily Herald reported. The town’s 
protective association forming in 1921 wrote to Ottawa in protest, with 
the Lethbridge paper agreeing that “it looks very funny” that such a 
few cattlemen “can domineer all the streams that Nature put in the 
Porcupine.”116

Closer to the situation at hand, and a friend of the ranching com-
munity, the Macleod Times dismissed Claresholm’s protests: was there 
“any wonder that owners of lands through which trout streams me-
ander, are averse to allowing every Tom, Dick and Harry to whip the 
water in their quest for the elusive trout?”117 The newspaper looked 
back to a time when Trout, Brown, and other creeks in the foothills 
afforded excellent sport. “When settlers began to come in they spent 
their week-ends along all these streams catching everything that bore a 
fin. Fish under a certain size were ripped off the hook and left to rot on 
the banks. Macleod fishermen lost their finest fishing grounds through 
such unsportsmanlike conduct.” With “human hogs everywhere,” the 
paper said, “the innocent must always suffer for their meanness.” The 
newspaper applauded ranchers turning away these outsiders, “giving 
the fish a chance to establish themselves in their old haunts.”118

A clear divide widened between distant communities in agricul-
tural districts and their rancher counterparts in the foothills. The 
latter wanted tributaries closed to outsiders, but not necessarily to 
themselves. A rancher at Todd Creek, a Crowsnest tributary favoured 
by Claresholm anglers, asked the fisheries department to extend the 
closures in 1924, specifically to the stream on his property. The fish-
eries department suspected that he wanted it “to have the fishing for 
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himself.”119 The fisheries department took it more seriously when 
Coleman and Bellevue angling associations fused together to lobby for 
the further closure of Crowsnest River tributaries outside the forest re-
serves in December 1925. The associations were reacting to the Alberta 
government’s further extension of roads in those areas.120 Additional 
lobbying from Pincher Creek, Bellevue, Blairmore, and Fort Macleod 
anglers121—all from communities that had seen invasions of outsiders 
in the backcountry—finally forced the department’s hands. Tributary 
streams of the Oldman, Crowsnest and Waterton rivers both within 
and beyond the forest reserve were closed indefinitely as of 1927, com-
prising more than eighteen streams.122 Lethbridge anglers, notably, 
continued to object to the measures.123

None of this pleased the Claresholm community. Ranchers along 
Willow Creek might have urged tributary closure, since they might 
discourage visiting anglers from camping on their properties, but 
town fishers needed them to remain open.124 The Claresholm Fish and 
Game Protective Association, taking town anglers’ case to Ottawa in 
1926, pointed out their difficult position: there were actually “very few 
streams that can be closed without cutting off all the fishing in the dis-
trict.” League members estimated that there were fifteen miles of very 
small creeks, two to three feet wide, running through the thick willow 
brush to the west of them, all of which would be closed if the govern-
ment followed through with its plans.”125

R. T. Rodd, meeting with the group to allay their concerns final-
ly struck on a compromise. Only two of the streams (Coal and Camp 
Creeks to the southwest of the community and tributaries of the 
Oldman River) would be included in closures to take effect in 1927.126 
But good portions of the Willow Creek tributaries that ran outside the 
forest reserve, prized by Claresholm anglers, remained open for fishing.

Private Interests and Stream Protection
Suspicion that ranchers had urged closures to keep trout to themselves 
lingered as a problem for the fisheries department. Bragg Creek, closed 
in 1927, exposed just how complex sentiments behind tributary closure 
could be. Local ranchers and landowners identified the creek as needing 
closure in 1926, but the fisheries department suspected that landowners 
were simply annoyed by visitors coming on their properties. Closure 
would give them the means to exclude them. As R. T. Rodd thought, 
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“there may be a personal reason for these farmers wishing to have the 
streams closed, other than for the protection of the fish, I would there-
fore recommend that the matter be thoroughly investigated.”127

Rodd followed up with his own inspection of the creek and gathered 
the views of the local fisheries guardian, Thomas William Fullerton, 
and Calgary’s overseer, David Richardson. Rodd understood from 
these efforts that the creek needed more protection, and the depart-
ment included it in their 1927 steam closures.128 However, Rodd’s con-
cerns that locals had ulterior motives were soon borne out. Guardian 
Fullerton, described by individuals in the area as an “exceptionally 
good fishery guardian,” was soon making sure that Bragg Creek’s clos-
ure was respected by everyone, locals included.129 Fullerton was one of 
the sons of an early pioneer to the Twin Bridges area west of Calgary, T. 
K. Fullerton. The family then settled at Bragg Creek where Tom’s father 
operated a sawmill on the Elbow, floating logs downstream to Calgary. 
Thomas William likely learned his devotion to duty as a child. As T. 
K.’s granddaughters recounted, the Fullerton household was strictly 
Methodist. Only “the most necessary chores” were done on the day of 
rest. “The Bible was read and hymns sung, the children were not al-
lowed to play games nor indulge in frivolities of any kind.”130 That did 
not stop the Fullerton boys from sneaking away on Sundays—as we 
shall see, the Sunday closure was respected by some, but by no means 
all—“down to the river or a nearby creek and catch a big mess of fish. 
They did not dare take them home so they hid the fish until Monday, 
believing their parents knew no difference.”131 As an adult, Thomas 
William took up land at the site of the present Bragg Creek Provincial 
Park. Appointed as fisheries guardian, he patrolled the Elbow River 
and its creeks from the forest reserve to Twin Bridges. As his daughter 
later recalled, “Fishermen would warn their friends to watch out for 
‘the man on the white horse.’”132

After Bragg Creek and other tributaries of the Elbow closed, 
Fullerton suspected that one rancher was continuing to fish his creek 
and inviting his friends to his property and join in the fun. He arrived 
at the man’s ranch on the fateful day of 3 June 1928, only to find cars 
on the man’s property—apparently parked there by anglers. However, 
when Fullerton attempted to get down the creek, the landowner barred 
him from doing so, and when Fullerton insisted, the owner and his 
wife pulled him from his horse and beat him.133
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The record does not offer information as to how Fullerton’s assault 
was followed up. However, Fullerton nevertheless secured witnesses to 
lay charges against one of the poachers. His legal proceeding was then 
complicated when local residents organized a petition to have Fullerton 
removed from his duties and have someone else appointed “who will 
cooperate with the residents and property owners of the district.”134 In 
the same period, one of the witnesses to provide testimony in the case 
apparently “was forced to sign the petition and was warned not to ap-
pear in the coming prosecution.”135 Fullerton still had enough evidence 
to send the poacher to court, who received a $50 fine. As for the peti-
tion, R. T. Rodd, who received it, immediately doubted its legitimacy. 
Many of the petitioners were friends of the landowner, including the 
accused poacher. “It would appear to me,” Rodd said, “that these people 
wish to have Mr. Fullerton removed simply because he is enforcing the 
law and trying to stop people from fishing in Bragg Creek.” He con-
cluded that they wanted a guardian who would “cooperate with them 
as they stated, to the extent of allowing the property owner to fish in 
the stream or their friends to do so.”136 The department ignored the 
petition and kept Fullerton assigned to his duties.

Controlling Outsider Anglers in Local Fishing Grounds
High River’s stream closure movement reflected local concerns about 
outsiders descending on and depleting the Highwood’s very source 
of life—the spawning grounds in its tributaries. Even with the area’s 
tributaries closed, one rancher reported in 1920 that he had seen car-
loads of anglers regularly driving up to the north fork of Sheep River 
to fish that stream.137 Stream closure did, however, make it easier for 
locals to take action to protect these important areas of the fishery. As 
the High River association explained in 1922, “the men living along 
those creeks”—that is, the ones closed—“would feel more disposed to 
tell a fisherman to go elsewhere than they would to examine a creel to 
check up on a man’s catch if the creeks were open.” If tributaries were 
reopened, the “Fish Hog will run riot,” and residents would have a hard 
time trying to enforce the law on them all.138

The need to keep critical areas of their watershed productive and 
protect them from visitor incursions remained part of High River’s 
approach to conservation. It was reinforced not only by the work of 
the town’s angling association but also by Dave Blacklock. Blacklock, 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES84

whose family had emigrated from Scotland, was a resident of the 
foothills town of Black Diamond. He and his brother Adam had once 
hauled cartloads of coal from their leases on the Highwood over the 
“coal trail” that made its way from the Big Rock to Calgary, where the 
market for fuel was booming. The Blacklocks earned a good living from 
their hard work. They could make 75¢ a day, at least until mines in the 
town of Carbon, northeast of Calgary, began delivering coal to Calgary 
in higher quantities and at much lower prices. Adam had subsequent-
ly bet everything—the family property, the cattle, and the coalmine 
itself—on an oil slick he had found near Black Diamond, but it never 
amounted to much.139

By the mid-1920s, Dave Blacklock had achieved status as a conserv-
ationist. He had injured a hip in a mine accident, which impaired his 
mobility for life, and he later recalled how he often had to fish seated 
in a chair, his hip in such bad shape that he could “hear it squeak.”140 
Blacklock had a close rapport with the natural world in the Eastern 
Slopes, and he frequently heading out, despite his bad hip, on long 
packhorse trips to the Kananaskis Lakes. Back home, he tamed mag-
pies and crows on his property and had a knack for raising and training 
fine hunting dogs. Described by the High River Times as the “practical 
authority on the life, habits, propagation and destruction of our bird 
and fish life,” he undoubtedly inherited some of his knowledge from 
his father, who had been a gamekeeper on a large Scottish preserve.141

With the persuasion of a Presbyterian preacher, Blacklock gave a 
series of public lectures in High River early in 1926. His talks, spon-
sored by the High River Fish and Game Association, focussed on what 
should, even in an age of automobiles, roads, and steel railway lines, 
be the town’s main concern: protecting the fish in the river.142 The 
Highwood valley, Blackwood reminded his audience, constituted “one 
of the greatest countries in which the Lord has ever allowed a man to 
cast a hook.” But this land of plenty was being overrun. He cautioned 
his listeners to guard “your tributaries, both from cannibal fish and 
from the poachers.” Singling out the leading cause of the destruction of 
fish life in the valley, he cited the growing number of “cars bearing men 
and women, old and young, coming from the cities with tents, frying 
pans, and fishing rods, to camp and fish along those streams.” With 
tributaries protected and local anglers standing guard, Blacklock saw 
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no reason why the Highwood would then, in more rational times, and 
“in years to come, be the mecca for thousands of visitors.”143

Blacklock refrained from saying just who he was bemoaning as 
car-driving outsiders, but the angler association in High River under-
stood most of the culprits came from Calgary. Not only had the asso-
ciation’s members stood guard along the river, but they conducted cen-
suses. One by one, they had polled the point of origin of anglers on their 
streams, especially those using automobiles to mosey up the cow trails 
from High River and then bounce along the river floodplain when the 
roads gave out. Just about anywhere along the river, outsiders were un-
packing rods from rumble seats when a good fishing spot appeared. In 
1926, the association’s statistics showed it plainly: that year, 181 anglers 
came from High River itself, 16 from Longview, 33 from Okotoks, and 
no fewer than 1,968 from Calgary. On a single Sunday afternoon, the 
association counted three hundred cars passing the first cow gate on 
the Highwood. Quite apart from leaving trash strewn about and cattle 
gates open, outsiders were fishing the river so heavily that they were 
imperilling the pools of life on which High River’s citizens depended.144

The impetus behind tributary closure had grown with the evident 
changes in the social life of the Highwood River itself. High River 
residents, and the ranchers who lived along the Highwood valley, had 
seen outsiders using new technology to reach far into their world. The 
river valley was breathtaking and alluring, as townsfolk knew. It was 
one of their town’s greatest assets, a font of life. All the same, newcom-
ers, especially those from Calgary, arrived in overwhelming numbers, 
left their mark on the landscape, and disrupted rural life. High River 
anglers had helped see tributary closure, initially a measure intended 
to apply only to the Highwood watershed, put in place in the entirety 
of the Eastern Slopes. However, the campaign against the measure, led 
by the tourist-friendly CAA, revealed how differently anglers could feel 
about what needed to be done to save Alberta’s streams.

In the end, this grassroots movement, at least in High River, con-
stituted quite a selfless understanding of the natural environment. 
There might have been ranchers who wanted stream closures to keep 
the fish for themselves but, though concerns about automobile-driving 
urban tourists and campers had initially propelled their actions, High 
River anglers had closed tributaries as much to their own fishing as 
to that of outsiders. The remedy for overfishing that the townspeople 
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settled on conserved what was understood to be the town’s very source 
of wealth—the Highwood River itself. In that respect, the anglers’ im-
agination was shaped by the essential spirit of progressive conserva-
tion: guarding one’s capital, in the form of a natural resource generated 
in tributary “nurseries,” and consuming only the interest accrued on 
nature’s wealth. Tributaries, if closed to angling, would provide a per-
petual bounty of mature trout in the river’s main stretches.

It remained to be seen, however, just how far this spirit of conserv-
ation would survive in the face of competing pressures and the lure of 
other forms of wealth.
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4
Stewards of Streams in Southern 
Alberta

The Oldman watershed had long lured anglers. Newcomers travelled 
upriver from the mines and agriculture around Lethbridge to find the 
Oldman River stiffening, its fishing opportunities abounding, espe-
cially as the stream dropped from the mountains into the wind-ham-
mered passes to the west and east of Pincher Creek. In these grassy 
entryways to the Rockies, the waters churned through rocky chutes 
of slate and limestone. Anglers looking for a day’s sport could wind 
their way northwestward up the Oldman, along streams that flowed 
icy cascades of crystal-clear mountain water. Most sport fishers, how-
ever, headed directly west, continuing to the Rockies via the Crowsnest 
River, which joined the Oldman not far to the northwest of the town of 
Pincher Creek, at about 1,200 metres above sea level. From there, the 
undulating velvet ranchlands of the Crowsnest valley stretched west to 
the first, sudden, crags of the Rockies. Through these outcrops of stone 
flowed veins of sooty coal, and adventure seekers soon encountered the 
mining towns of Frank, Bellevue, Blairmore, and Coleman, as well as a 
myriad of makeshift camps crowded with men who worked the seams 
of coal and fished the streams for sustenance. High above this hub of 
activity, the Crowsnest River tumbled from its source at an elevation of 
roughly 3,000 metres, an elemental pure flow from the melting moun-
tain snowpack.

The Crowsnest was initially a sojourner’s river, a convergence zone 
of itinerant workers. It drew sodbusters who hoped to make a few extra 
dollars in hopes of purchasing full patents to homesteads elsewhere. As 
railway construction and mining operations proceeded, its commun-
ities grew quickly, and people stayed. No wonder that in such circum-
stances and in such ethnically diverse communities, fish conservation 
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would take a different course in the Oldman River valley. People here 
knew both nature and human nature differently. Saving fish was an 
urgent priority, but measures to do so would differ remarkably than the 
steps taken by anglers in High River.

Coal Mining Communities, Fishing, and Conservation
By 1911, in the space of only a decade, the population in the Crowsnest 
valley had jumped from 31,962 to 50,772, with towns forming a varie-
gated social landscape in which native speakers of English struggled 
to remain in a majority.1 The ethnic diversity was especially noticeable 
among mineworkers: federal census takers classified 85 percent of 
them as “foreign born.” Towns drew a mix of Italian, German, French, 
Austro-Hungarian, Chinese, Russian, and Scandinavian navvies and 
colliers.2

For many mineworkers, fishing was a necessity, not a form of 
recreation. The basic wage for an Alberta miner in 1905 was $3.00 a 
day, barely enough to survive in the Crowsnest area. The situation only 
worsened between 1906 and 1915, when inflation outstripped wages, 
leaving newcomers little choice but to turn to the foothills for fishing, 
hunting, and berry picking in season.3 Both itinerant workers, whose 
employment was often precarious, and more settled town residents 
placed constant pressure on the Crowsnest fishery. Dynamiting, net-
ting, and lime bottle detonations, all against fishing regulations, were 
rampant in early days. More devastating still, however, was the almost 
immediate environmental transformation of the valley. Although it is 
certain that heavy food fishing in the area quickly depleted streams, the 
sudden structural changes to the river probably had a greater impact 
on fish populations: siltation smothered spawning beds, coal seeped 
into the water from slags left at abandoned mine shafts, and chemical 
pollutants drained from roads and railway trestles.4 By the beginning 
of World War I, stretches of the Crowsnest River were undoubtedly 
impacted by local industrialization.5 The waters here once had a large 
resident bull trout population, with spawning beds on Allison Creek 
and possibly on Crowsnest Creek as well. But if the latter beds existed, 
coal mining probably obliterated many of them, and the Allison Creek 
diversion further devastated the breeding stock. A long-time resident 
of the area, Jean Kerr, remembered the bottom of Crowsnest Lake as 
clogged with coal dust.6 This was not a forgiving environment for fish.
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The industrialization of the river threatened to wipe out cutthroat, 
mountain whitefish, and, especially, the bull trout population. Between 
1901 and 1911, as the human population boomed, the number of fish 
plummeted. Very early in the industrialization of the Crowsnest Pass, 
outlier portions of the Oldman watershed offered relatively better fish-
ing—the upper waters of the “North Fork” of the Oldman from its 
confluence with the Crowsnest. Some anglers were also going as far 
as the Livingstone River and its own tributaries, such as Racehorse 
Creek. The “South Fork” (Castle River) additionally drew fishers. These 
places could be reached only by hiking considerable distances or by 
horse travel, thereby rendering them inaccessible to many miners, who 
often enjoyed only a single day’s rest from work. These river and stream 
fronts were also subject to greater surveillance and control, chiefly on 
the part of long-term town residents who took it upon themselves to 
enforce the law.7

Settled citizens took up the cause of fish conservation. Family hist-
ories from Coleman, Bellevue, and Blairmore strongly suggest that cit-
izens across ethnic lines embraced the conservation ethic, purchased 
permits, and dutifully abided by rules regarding fishing dates, catch 
limits, and the like. In Crowsnest Pass communities, members of pro-
fessional classes, including ministers, teachers, and doctors, joined 
with the mining managers and relatively skilled workers to promote 
conservation. These workers, often British colliers, were long accus-
tomed to strict rules around fishing in their places of origin. Contrary 
to the familiar image of mining communities as sites of bitter polariz-
ation between mine owners and union workers and populated largely 
by transient labourers, Crowsnest communities had, by the beginning 
of World War I, become relatively settled and well ordered, with an un-
usually high percentage of married men.8 Some towns, like Blairmore, 
gained distinction as “labour towns,” where citizens elected council 
representatives from organized labour, leftists served as aldermen and 
mayors, and a well-established class of mineworkers wielded consider-
able power in the town.9 In these settings, conservationists generally 
found co-operation within working-class communities—and, most 
importantly, within the labour movement itself—to work against de-
structive practices such as dynamiting and to adopt stringent rules de-
signed to regulate subsistence fishing. The history of stewardship, then, 
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took on a life of its own in the relationships between humans and the 
natural world of coal-mining Alberta.

Mainstream Poverty and Tributary Prosperity in the 
Valley
In the coal town of Frank, in the years it struggled to survive after the 
devastating 1901 rockslide, fish conservation gained momentum im-
mediately after R. A. Darker began his campaign to create the Alberta 
Fish and Game Protective Association. Taking up the cause was Mark 
Drumm, who had been a newspaper reporter in Butte, Montana be-
fore he was employed in Frank as secretary-treasurer of the Canadian 
American Coal and Coke Company. In 1905, he helped establish the 
town paper, the Frank News, and soon became its sole proprietor and 
editor.10 In these years, when its population in 1906 jumped to its high-
water mark of 1,178, Frank needed a local paper. In 1908, Drumm 
learned that R. A. Darker was forming a conservation association and 
expressed hope that it would promote “right thinking about fish and 
birds, in fact all game” within the community.11

In 1909, he used his newspaper to more forcefully campaign for 
the cause. Drumm found plenty of evidence to support his efforts. 
Crowsnest newspapers regularly reported the comings and goings of 
town fishing parties and their creels. Occasionally, they shared anglers’ 
classic fish stories, with all the exaggeration expected of them. There 
was the whopper reportedly taken by a Blairmore hotel manager in 
1913, snagged from “a pool containing two gallons of creek water and 
covering an area of a cubic foot.” The fish landed, the local paper re-
ported, measured two feet from nose to tail, and five and a half inches 
in circumference.12 Some stories were simply not to be taken serious-
ly, such as the Hillcrest fishing tale “going the rounds” in 1922, where 
an angler sighted a fish “eight feet long and two feet broad—a young 
whale.” Apparently, a posse in town was searching for harpoons to go 
and catch it.13

But a newspaper editor heard enough real accounts of current fish-
ing conditions that he could make reasonable assessments of the over-
all health of streams. Drumm, himself an angler, saw a dire situation 
in the Crowsnest valley in 1909. Several parties from Frank early in 
the season had tried their luck on the South Fork (the Castle River), 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES92

“and the whole bunch did not get two dozen fish.” With several other 
parties “now camped on the stream, one coming from as far away as 
Lethbridge,” he reported “no one is getting any fish.”14 The “natur-
al consequences of overdoing a good thing,” the river was “fished to 
death” by anglers who had been “killing every fish possible in about 
every way possible until what was only a few years ago one of the great-
est trout streams in the west appears to be almost entirely fished out.”15

A week later, Drumm returned to the matter: “streams that have 
been the best in the country are becoming so depleted it has become 
necessary to go many miles into the mountains and then to parts so in-
accessible that few go there before a decent catch can be made.”16 With 
the South Fork once offering “grand fishing,” times had changed: fish 
were now “not only woefully scarce but are all very small.” In no better 
shape was the “Middle Fork,” or Crowsnest River, where “Old timers 
will recall that no better trout fishing was to be found anywhere” when 
the district opened to settlement. Only a few years after the building of 
the Crowsnest railway line, linking Medicine Hat to Cranbrook, British 
Columbia, anglers considered themselves lucky to land a Crowsnest 
trout.17 “These streams have become depleted simply through abuse. 
They have not only been fished at any and all times but by every meth-
od conceivable,” Drumm reported.18 The permit system that was intro-
duced to Alberta in 1907 had set a regulation on the minimum size of 
a landing, but anglers paid scant attention to landing legal-sized fish.19 
As Drumm noted in 1909, “some have been known to take as high as 
200 fish, not one of which but was smaller than the prescribed lim-
it.”20 Without a protective association yet at work, he urged locals to 
write Calgary conservationists to press the government to restock the 
streams and enforce the regulations.

Newspaper coverage does bear out Drumm’s assertion that, with 
mainstreams in decline, better fishing was being had on more remote 
tributaries. Anglers devoting more time to their outings were hitch-
ing horses and packing their camp gear for the better landings found 
in northern tributaries of the Crowsnest—Rock, Connelly, and Todd 
Creeks—and Daisy Creek that flowed toward the Oldman north of 
town via Racehorse Creek. The other great draw: the Livingstone River, 
higher in the Oldman watershed.21 A community history recounted 
that “transportation left much to be desired” in these excursions. “If 
you went south, you had two choices: walk or ride a horse. If you went 
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to the North Fork [the Livingstone River] and it rained you had to get 
back over a hump in the road known as ‘The Hog’s Back.’ Many were 
the stories of the tribulations endured in the pursuit of catching fish.”22

It was anyone’s guess exactly what was happening in these camps. 
Angler parties going into the Oldman watershed beyond the river’s con-
fluence with the Crowsnest so concerned the Cowley section of the UFA 
that it formed a special delegation in 1910 to speak to Frank Oliver, the 
minister of the Department of Interior in Edmonton. Besides the for-
est fire problem were those arising with angler campers. Forest rangers 
needed dual appointments as fish and game wardens: “our streams are 
depleted in spite of regulations, and as the fishing attracts the camp-
ers, who are the chief cause of fires, it would give the forest wardens 
an extra hold over them.” The delegates strongly suspected “that nets 
and dynamite are used in the best fishing grounds we have,” and that 

 
FIGURE 4.1 

Callum Creek anglers landing a lot of trout. NA-237-39, Glenbow Library and 
Archives.
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forest wardens acting as fisheries officers might help stamp out those 
practices.23

The higher one went on the Oldman from its confluence with the 
Crowsnest, the more one found tributaries drawing anglers. The upper 
Oldman had already attracted early settlers and ranchers to its luxuri-
ant grassland valleys. This was the home of some of the big Alberta 
spreads, such as the upper block of the massive Waldron Ranch.24 
Anglers as far as Claresholm by 1910 were getting into these back coun-
tries. That year, writing a lengthy description in the Claresholm Review, 
Fred Palmer recounted that he and another town resident, Roy Schram, 
Roy’s mother, Chester Rick, S. A. Schram and his wife and daughter, 
used a team of horses, wagon, and “grit” to cross the Porcupine Hills 
and the Waldron ranchlands to reach the Oldman and, finally, the fish-
ing grounds near The Gap. They first used large spoon hooks and “all 
kinds of bait,” before switching to “the best persuaders” (grasshoppers), 
and “tiny spoon hooks.” Palmer wrote that if anyone was “fortunate 
enough to live to the ripe age of 149 you will never regret having made 
the trip.”25

The streams were indeed full of trout. Callum Creek offered excel-
lent angling, as an early photograph suggests, showing two anglers still 
dropping lines into the creek with already some forty-five large trout 
landed on the rocks around them.26 Bob Creek got its name from “Old 
Bob,” an original settler who opened a coal mine nearby. He found fish 
plentiful enough that he shipped them wholesale to I. G. Baker and J. W. 
Smith to sell at Fort Macleod in the 1880s.27 Nearby was Camp Creek, 
and a little higher on the Oldman, Racehorse Creek. But the great prize 
was the North Fork itself, or Livingstone River. Its magnificent waters 
joined the Oldman in the Livingstone Range before the Oldman flowed 
through The Gap, a narrowed canyon. The Gap seemed like a doorway 
to a piscatorial paradise.

By 1909, however, Drumm was seeing declines even on the Oldman 
River above its confluence with the Crowsnest. The same year that he 
reported fisheries problems on the Crowsnest and Castle Rivers, he 
was organizing his own “North Fork” getaway, likely into the water-
shed of the Livingstone River. With the local Reverend T. Jones taking 
over his newspaper responsibilities, Drumm, another Frank angler C. 
V. O’Hara, and Coleman’s postmaster D. J. McIntyre headed out for 
a fortnight of fishing, the length of the trip to be “measured by the 
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longevity of the grub pile,” his replacement editor reported.28 The trip, 
however, took a turn sideways. The party’s horses got loose and dis-
appeared into nearby forests. The trio needed a local rancher’s help to 
get back to Frank. Once there, Drumm posted a reward for anyone 
finding the horses; but he also reported his concerns about fish in the 
North Fork. On a stream where Drumm said it was always “possible to 
take an almost unlimited number of trout” from half a pound to three, 
“what a difference has come over the stream in two years.” His party 
had not landed a dozen trout over half or three quarters of a pound 
and “the vast majority were really small fish, not many going beyond 
a quarter of a pound.”29 Drumm’s experience was not that far off from 
that of other anglers. Coleman anglers, too, had reported declining 
conditions on the North Fork a year earlier.30 Perhaps Drumm was 
simply observing the end of the halcyon days after increased angling, 
abusive practices, or the expanded pace of change along main rivers 
had resulted in smaller-sized creels. But seeing the consequences, he 
predicted that the North Fork would follow the same fate as the Middle 
and South Forks, “to be completely depleted of game fish or so nearly 
that there is no pleasure in fishing.” Strong enforcement of the regula-
tions was needed.31

Just how bad the situation was depended on one’s local experience. 
Certainly, anglers continued to occasionally land biggies in the same 
streams that Drumm thought were in peril. It is noteworthy that fol-
lowing Drumm’s dire reports early in the season in 1909, a young em-
ployee of the Northern Bank in Fort Macleod, Peter H. Douglas, saw 
the Crowsnest completely differently. Relating his plans for a September 
fishing trip to his fiancée in Hamilton, Ontario, soon to join him in 
Alberta, Douglas was confident that bountiful angling awaited him. 
“The fellows who have been up this year report good sport,” he wrote. 
“One chap brought back to town 10 trout that weighed over 100 pounds. 
Imagine what sport it ought to be standing in the stream with a 10 lb. 
mountain trout on the end of our line.”32 Despite Drumm’s own sense 
that fisheries were in decline in 1909, the Bellevue Times continued to 
report great catches on the very streams that worried him. On the South 
Fork in 1912, a Blairmore angler returned from a two-week expedition 
in September hauling back enough that “many citizens were supplied 
with a luscious fish for their Friday’s dinner,” the paper reported.33 Two 
women from Bellevue in 1913, “Mesdames Baker and King,” were the 
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“high-liners of a party fishing near Burmiss on the Crowsnest River, 
landing fish averaging a pound to four pounds in weight.34

Pincher Creek, Ground Zero of the Fishing Crisis
Drumm’s concerns at Frank were nevertheless shared by the Pincher 
Creek newspaper proprietor E.T. Saunders in 1909. Saunders had moved 
to Fort Macleod in 1874 with the NWMP, establishing with C. D. Wood 
the Macleod Gazette in 1882 before relocating to Lethbridge three years 
later. In 1905, he moved to the bustling ranching hub of Pincher Creek 
where he established the Rocky Mountain Echo (by 1906, the Pincher 
Creek Echo).35 The westward orientation of Pincher Creek citizens was 
captured in the newspaper’s masthead illustration: it looked toward the 
mountains from the foothills prairie where cattle grazed; a setting sun 
projected rays of light toward the reader. These folk firmly fixed their 
gaze on the mountain streams: the South Fork, streams joining the 
Crowsnest River, and the mainstream of the Oldman River.

Saunder’s paper gushed praise on Pincher Creek flowing nearby. 
His April 1905 editorial announced the arrival of spring: gophers were 
digging new burrows, the bluebottle fly was “making merry in the hot 
sun,” and the “fisherman furbish up his rod and tackle, and prepares 
to slay the finny monster.” The same was figuring “out fresh tales and 
measurements, on occasion he poaches, for the season is not yet here.”36 
A veritable rite of spring was to see a lad from town “with long bamboo 
rod, large hook [and] an ounce of beef thereon,” whipping the waters 
daily on Pincher Creek.37

Above all, townies looked to the Castle River for their sport, enough 
that the paper carried a lengthy “Ode” to the South Fork in 1906. The 
tongue-in-cheek poem recounted the exploits of “Gill,” a town lumber-
yard merchant, and “Ed,” the town’s tailor who, in August 1905, fol-
lowed up their idea that the “fishing was good—on the South Fork,” 
and soon reached their spot on the river:

You can talk about whales and I don’t know what,
And the great big fish Gill nearly caught:
But Ed caught one, and as sure as thunder
Twould have jerked Gill in and pulled him under
—Where the fishing is good in the South Fork
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The problem was that the fish was so big that once landed and tied onto 
the cart, it broke its “blooming axle.”38

Pincher Creek anglers fished for sport and for food. The Echo made 
a light-hearted report of a party including a town lawyer and local min-
ister, loading up “several rods, reels and casts,” to set out for some art-
less casting on the South Fork, a sport excursion that “entered openly 
upon a pot fishing campaign.” The only real sport was found in the 
nearby grasses where the men scrambled to pocket enough grasshop-
pers to use as bait.39 When they had no luck, one of the members of the 
party gave up in frustration, speaking “in infinitely unmeasured terms 
against any man who would go demean himself and so prostitute the 
noble sport glorified by Isaac Walton. If I can’t catch trout with flies,” 
said he, “then I’m blankety-blanked if I want to catch trout.” 40

All joking aside, Saunders’ paper engaged in serious local fisheries 
issues. Irksome to Pincher Creek anglers was the fishing season, which 
until 1912 began on May 1. Though early in comparison to later starts 
legislated to protect spring spawners, the date still seemed too late, es-
pecially with the flush on mountain streams often ruining fishing by 
that time. More aggravating was the early closure, September 15. “The 
closed season is intended for the due protection of fish, not the prohibi-
tion of fishing,” an editorial fumed. The federal government, “in spite 
of the various reports sent in from all over the Territories,” had set an 
inappropriate season, “another case where what is sauce for the east 
is certainly not for the West.” The paper pointed out that it was “the 
belief of those who have lived long in this country and have carefully 
studied the habits of fish, that there is no set time for spawning.” With 
Pincher Creek townsfolk usually taking their holidays in September or 
October, “when weather was good for camping and the flies have gone,” 
to deprive them of the right to fish at the same time when “the fish are 
biting the best,” was simply and categorically wrong.41

When R. A. Darker’s Calgary association sent its circular letter to 
Pincher Creek’s police magistrate, G. D. Plunkett, urging that a local 
branch form, the Echo gave the proposal its hearty endorsement. An 
association would check the fish “slaughter” occurring on the North, 
Middle, and South Forks of the Oldman, these rivers now “being rapid-
ly depleted.” 42 The paper’s chief concern was the food fishery, supported 
by fishers using dynamite. The rapid growth of the coal towns brought 
hundreds of newcomers, “by no means all sportsmen, but many of the 
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miners prefer to dynamite fish, thus for the sake of making a large and 
easy bag destroying the sport for legitimate fishermen and killing thou-
sands of immature fish.” 43 The paper especially wanted the government 
to close the trout market: “those who now make a business of fishing 
for the market, bringing in two or three hundred pounds of fresh fish 
in the summer at one time to towns (as has been done in Frank) would 
find their occupation gone and the fish would have a fair chance.” But 
this would require an enforcement of legitimate, one-at-a-time, an-
gling. “It is ridiculous to suppose that any man can go out for two or 
three days by himself and catch that amount of fish with rod and line. 
It might be done once, but not several times in a season.” 44 And if the 
government was not enforcing rod-and-reel fishing, the Echo endorsed 
Calgary’s call for more local engagement. It was up to “every man to act 
as a self-constituted game guardian and not to be afraid to gain the ill 
will of any person because he not only keeps the Game Laws himself 
but also insists on others doing likewise.” 45

Only a week after Saunders wrote his editorial, both the actual 
practice of market harvesting and the ways some locals were trying to 
stamp it out were suggested in a case from Frank. Jack Ruis, while bird 
shooting, passed by the banks of the Oldman River, where he chanced 
upon a complete set of neatly folded clothing at water’s edge. Since the 
river was too cold for bathing, Ruis “concluded someone was engaged 
in dynamiting fish.” He accordingly laid low for a few minutes, ex-
pecting to see the man show himself, but when no one appeared, he 
alerted the police. Coming back the next day with a couple of officers, 
the group found on the opposite bank of the river a fishing net with a 
number of putrefying fish in it. The culprit was never found and there 
was no means of identifying the poacher from the clothing he had left 
behind.46

The widespread practice of dynamiting or netting streams, espe-
cially in the Crowsnest, concerned Calgary conservationists. Shortly 
after establishing the Alberta Fish and Game Protective Association 
in 1907, its executive committee pointed out the dynamite problem in 
meetings with the fisheries inspector, Harrison Young.47 Individuals, 
it claimed, were dynamiting and netting streams to fill the local fish 
markets. With commercial licence-holders able to sell lake trout to 
traders and merchants in open season, poachers could work the sys-
tem to funnel their illicit stream catches to complicit store owners. 
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Young learned that in Calgary the retail market was so hot that poach-
ers selling through stores were flagrantly netting the Bow River right 
in Calgary as well as in the new community forming at Cochrane.48 
Darker’s association was particularly concerned by the situation in the 
Crowsnest. A joint letter, written on behalf of the Calgary association by 
Darker, Captain W. H. Coddington in Red Deer, and Norman Luxton 
in Banff asserted that most of the dynamiting in the Crowsnest was 
being done by “foreign” miners on Sundays, selling to the fish markets. 
They urged that a guardian be appointed in Frank or Cowley to stamp 
out the practice and that “some means be taken at the different mines 
where it is necessary to use dynamite that the foreigners be prevented 
from getting access to the same for illegitimate purposes.”49 They also 
wanted the restriction on Sunday fishing specifically imposed on these 
miners. Many of them, apparently, were harvesting fish on their day off 
from the mines. The problem was that a mine employee could purchase 
“all he wants cheaply from the company,” Young reported to Ottawa, 
agreeing with anglers that fishery officers in the Pass should stop such 
sales.50

The association’s lobbying made its mark. In 1907, the fisheries de-
partment mandated the purchase of angling permits by the fall of that 
year.51 As they did across Canada, angling permits explicitly prohibited 
an individual from selling their catch.52 Particularly pleasing to the 
Calgary association, the same legislation now banned the sale and ex-
port of “speckled trout and brook trout of every kind, including char.”53 
The loophole had been closed.

The 1907 legislation redressed, at least legally, other matters. It 
introduced the twenty per day limit to daily creels and imposed a sev-
en-inch minimum trout size (the 1912 regulations later raised the bag 
limit to twenty-five per day but a nine-inch minimum).54 Many anglers, 
albeit often begrudgingly, accepted the new rules. The Frank Vindicator 
in 1912 reported Blairmore anglers landing “some excellent fish” one 
week, but that “all complain that they are duty bound to consign to 
the water from whence they came all fish under nine inches in length.” 
There was, as the paper said, “a limit to the length of fish, but no limit 
to the ‘wait.’”55

As Saunders and Drumm had noted in 1909, many anglers were 
not about to “wait” for big enough fish to take their hooks. Poachers 
on unsupervised streams continued to use nets, dynamite, or lime to 
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take fish for their own consumption. Regulations did not translate 
quickly into change in other respects. F. W. Godsal, who had arrived to 
ranch in the Pincher Creek area in 1882 to eventually run his spread, 
the “Cowley Ranch” at the juncture of the Middle and South Forks,56 
understood the need for permits and, by 1912, was still disappointed by 
how difficult it was even to obtain them. R. A. Darker’s committee had 
sent one of its circular letters to Godsal to urge that a local conservation 
association form at Cowley in 1906.57 As will be seen, this proved diffi-
cult for Godsal to follow up, but he remained in communication with 
Calgarians and in 1912, wrote to the then-president of the AFGPA, 
Arthur Wolley Dod, to express frustrations with local conditions and 
the lax enforcement of regulations. No one in Southern Alberta had a 
clue as to how to obtain a permit, even if they wanted to buy one. The 
Cayley Hustler carried excerpts of the new fishing laws,58 but the gov-
ernment had not even sent instructions to magistrates to apply them.59 
The police “are now prosecuting in the Crows Nest Pass for fishing 
close season,” Godsal wrote, but with local magistrates not having any 
official instructions, they “would have to dismiss any case.”60

His main concern, in any respect, was the closed season. Saunders 
in Pincher Creek had wanted a longer fishing season, especially to ac-
commodate holiday camp angling in the fall season. In 1912, the sea-
son, opening now July 1, extended to October 30, but Godsal thought 
the closed period still favoured bull trout and mountain whitefish. 
He claimed the Crowsnest River had converted to a whitefish stream 
over the thirty years he had been fishing it. These fall spawners “had 
worked their way up from the main river and increased, and the trout 
are disappearing.”61

Angling or Not on the Lord’s Day
As Godsal knew, there was urgency to see fair play introduced to the 
streams. To the northeast, many Cayley residents were anglers. In the 
years of earlier open seasons, they enjoyed spending Victoria Day pic-
nicking and fishing on their nearby rivers. Cayley anglers stayed cur-
rent with the latest and most exotic materials used in fancy flies, from 
mouse whiskers to African bird feathers.62

There, as elsewhere, anglers barely contained their enthusiasm to 
respect the Lord’s Day. Officially, the fisheries department prohibited 
Sunday commercial fishing; its legislation in Western Canada explicitly 
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ordered that seines, nets, “or other apparatus, used for catching fish” 
be raised to “admit of the free passage of fish” from Saturday at 6pm 
until 6am on Monday morning.63 Until the department completely 
dropped the restriction from its legislation in 1922, purists interpreted 
the term “apparatus” broadly to including angling gear.64 The Cayley 
Hustler, then, read the fisheries laws as prohibiting Sunday angling, 
and reminded its readers of the restriction in 1912.65 Officially, however, 
the Sunday closure “has never been interpreted as applying to angling 
with a rod and line,” as a fisheries official explained to an Alberta gov-
ernment representative demanding its enforcement. All the same, the 
official pointed out that police could enforce a Sunday no-fishing rule 
with the passage of the federal 1906 Lord’s Day Act. The Act halted all 
forms of entertainment and sport on the Sabbath, and that clearly in-
cluded angling.66 The Pincher Creek Echo, in support of the restriction, 
reprinted the entirety of the Lord’s Day Act to make sure its readers 
were well aware of its broad application.67

Even if fish guardians were not enforcing the weekly closure, the 
police indeed killed the fun for at least a few Sunday anglers. In 1912, 
they nabbed and fined angling Blairmore citizens claiming to be only 
berry picking on the day of rest.68 In 1920, the forestry officer in the 
Bow River Forest Reserve reported seeing carloads of fishermen on 
Sundays driving to Sheep River, where police did not patrol.69

But police only inconsistently enforced the Act. And anglers knew 
it. Besides, they saw it as their right to engage in a form of restful 
recreation on the seventh day. For that very reason, many anglers un-
apologetically fished Sundays. Although a newspaper letter writer in 
Claresholm did not feel particularly “strait-laced” in raising the issue, 
he was concerned to see so many townsfolk fishing streams west of 
town on Sundays. Their justification that angling was a fine activity on 
a day of rest was “worn out,” he said, asking them to study their own 
consciences and ask whether in fact their Sunday pastime “may become 
a menace to our Sabbath keeping.”70 By contrast, the Red Deer News 
editor had few such scruples. He openly admitted to fishing on Sunday 
after a local minister preached against other forms of Sunday recrea-
tion in 1919.71 Another paper thought that Christians ready to “bounce 
a fellow right out of church because he went fishing on Sunday,” should 
instead be faithful to more important laws, such as paying person-
al debts.72 Just how much one observed Sabbath restrictions simply 
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devolved upon an angler’s personal, political, and even ideological con-
victions. The Blairmore Enterprise, then, reported that local anglers, 
including the Reverend F. T. Cook, fished at Burmis on a Saturday in 
1914, finding the fish “plentiful,” while also noting that W. Patterson, 
of the same town, fished the very next day to land some “good ones” at 
Lundbreck Falls.73 God, seemingly, blessed the faithful and unfaithful 
fisher in respect to the Sabbath. A foursome near Lethbridge were just 
as bold with their stories of Sunday “big catches” in 1919.74 Even the 
Cayley Hustler’s editor, on identifying the practice locally, could ad-
monish the young people in the town for inaugurating “a revised ver-
sion of the fourth commandment to read: ‘Six days shalt thou labor and 
the seventh day go fishing.’”75 In 1922, Federal fisheries laws dropped 
all Sunday restrictions and it became commonplace to spend the day  
angling, as Nellie McClung suggested in characters created for her 1925 
novel, Painted Fires. She described a party regularly organizing Sunday 
fishing excursions to Eastern Slope rivers, “which abounded in moun-
tain trout.”76

Closures and Season Openers in the Crowsnest
As Godsal had suggested in his letter to Wolley Dod, the great issue 
of concern in the Oldman watershed was not whether anglers were 
maintaining the sanctity of the Sabbath. He wanted seasonal closures 
that could protect trout. In Oldman basin streams where whitefish, 
bull trout, and cutthroat swam ecumenically together, anglers shared 
a wide range of opinions as to when any of them spawned. Many lob-
bied simply for an earlier start to fishing. At least that would allow 
fishers to get on rivers before the notorious flushes on these mountain 
systems ruined any fishing entirely.77 Organizing in the dining room 
of the Grand Union hotel in Coleman in 1915, town anglers formed 
a protective association to press the government to open streams ear-
lier in the season.78 J. A. Joseph, the Coleman association’s secretary, 
immediately sought to affiliate the town’s angling association with the 
Calgary AFGPA, likely to gain lobbying clout.79 When in 1917 season 
dates moved from July 1 to June 15, the Coleman paper attributed the 
change to the efforts of the associations pushing for an earlier start.80 
But the one given was not early enough. Coleman anglers in 1918 col-
lected 124 signatures on a petition to urge the fisheries department to 
return the season start to May 1, the rationale being that locals knew 
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that spring flush ruined fishing between May 20 to July 10.81 Coleman 
anglers were not alone in wanting an earlier start. In 1915, when the 
mines at Passburg closed with work stoppages, members had requested 
that the government throw open streams as early as April 1, “to allevi-
ate the distress in the district” and as “a benefit to the unemployed.”82

At least some anglers within these communities supported tribu-
tary closures when they were inaugurated in 1920. When the Bellevue 
Times referred to the earlier fishing season established in 1917, the editor 
stepped back to view the issue more philosophically. Whatever season 
was chosen, it could not protect all fish in the region, and besides, the 
various species, whether cutthroat, bull trout, or mountain whitefish, 
seemed, at least to the newspaper editor, to spawn at all times of the 
year. Only temporary tributary closures would be effective. Closing 
streams in the Pass would allow them protection while streams were 
restocked and allowed to recover.83 With the indefinite closure of head-
waters and tributaries of the Oldman and Crowsnest inside and outside 
the reserves, including the magnificent tributaries of the Castle River, 
the Blairmore Enterprise wrote that it was “a move in the right direc-
tion, which should have been introduced years ago.”84 The Enterprise 
backed the measures in 1922 when closures were then extended: the 
ongoing abuses of individuals who “go fishing and haul in everything 
they can, big and little, and keep it up regardless of their requirements 
for seasonable food,” necessitated that “every now and then” streams 
and lakes be closed altogether.85

Certainly with time, a broad section of Oldman basin anglers came 
to back tributary closures. As mentioned, closures appealed to anglers 
who were becoming increasingly alarmed by the numbers of outsiders 
fishing their backcountry. Yet, paradoxically, at least one commun-
ity resisted forming a protective sporting association entirely for fear 
that its very existence might exacerbate the problem. In Cowley, F. W. 
Godsal had little initial success forming an association after Darker’s 
call to do so in 1906. In 1915, John Eastwood asked Godsal to try again 
to create a Cowley affiliate, but his effort failed. Godsal wrote Eastwood 
to explain that farmers nearby “believed in protecting our native fish, 
and our native chicken and grouse, but there is a feeling against having 
any foreign game, English partridge, quail, etc. turned out on our lands 
or encouraged by the Government.” Knowing that Calgary sportsmen 
such as Austin de B. Winter were dedicated to such initiatives, Godsal 
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said that “We are troubled enough, as it is, by trespassers on our lands 
from the towns, doing us much damage.”86 He was well aware of the 
irony that boosting game and fish in Cowley’s environs through the 
efforts of a conservation association would simply attract yet a larger 
number of visiting sports fishers and hunters.

Like the situation on the Highwood River, outsiders were already 
overwhelming Oldman basin areas, using automobiles, especially, to 
move hunters and anglers farther and farther into the southern Eastern 
Slopes. Initially it was town folk themselves doing the driving. As early 
as 1912, the Cayley Hustler, north of Nanton, noted that “All we could 
hear last Sunday was ‘Hunk! Hunk!’” advising readers, “look out for 
that new auto.”87 Town anglers using autos in the war years, often ex-
periencing mechanical difficulties, provided much comical comment in 
papers. The Bellevue Times found some humour in the misadventure of 
two town anglers who used a car in 1916 to get in a day’s fishing on the 
Oldman River north of its confluence with the Crowsnest. After their 
car broke down, the paper reported that they got to know the country-
side well when they needed to walk all the way back home.88 Another set 
of car-travelling Bellevue fishers visited Lundbreck Falls by car. When 
they “ran short of gasoline,” the paper reported, tongue-in-cheek, that 
they “were obliged to fry fish to get oil to run the car home.”89

But by 1920, automobiles arriving from very distant commun-
ities in much larger numbers disconcerted Crowsnest communities. 
Lethbridge drivers now gained easy access to tributaries prized by 
Crowsnest townsfolk. That year, a Lethbridge party could reliably drive 
right up to The Gap on a road that had three completed bridges.90 Even 
without bridges, Lethbridge auto folk were ready to do whatever it took 
to get their fish. The Lethbridge Herald reassured readers that crossing 
streams presented few hazards for tires or car engines in their country 
getaways.91 In 1920, there were approximately 2,350 cars licenced to 
Lethbridge citizens, a statistic that the newspaper suggested could em-
bolden the city’s Good Roads campaigners to push the government to 
build yet more roads in the province.92 The increased roadwork in the 
Pass thereafter introduced greater numbers of outsiders to the region. 
Roads bringing yet more outsiders to their region were one of the very 
reasons that the Coleman and Bellevue fishing associations, the latter 
forming in 1925, joined together in 1926.93 Anglers believed that their 
collaboration would help see regulations enforced and tributary closures 
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extended in southern watersheds that were now easily accessed by auto-
mobile drivers.94 As we have seen, it was in the mid-1920s, as car drivers 
from towns well outside the Eastern Slopes increased, that Coleman, 
Bellevue, Pincher Creek, and Fort Macleod angling protective associ-
ations all pushed for extensive tributary closures in Southern Alberta. 
Their efforts seem to have directly influenced the fisheries department’s 
decisions in 1927 over which streams to close indefinitely in Southern 
Alberta.95 Closed were Crowsnest River streams of prime concern to 
Coleman anglers: these comprised Connelly Creek and those west-
ward: Rock, Byron, Gold, Lyons, York, Blairmore, McGillivrary Creeks, 
and, near the B.C. border, Allison Creek. The same legislation closed 
Beaver Mines Creek on the Castle River and tributaries of the Waterton 
River.96 When R. T. Rodd met with anglers from communities that cast 
into these streams, including Fort Macleod, they had given him their 
“unanimous” support for the closures. He reported that only anglers in 
distant Lethbridge, and most of them car drivers, did not.97

A Different Approach to Conservation in the Pass
However, Crowsnest Pass communities had mixed feelings about 
tributary closures, at least initially. From an early date, conservation-
ists faced the reality of food fishing within coal mining communities. 
Wouldn’t closing tributaries simply keep law-abiding anglers out while 
food-hunting poachers continued to do their misdeeds along their 
lengths? By keeping streams open, and opening them earlier in the 
spring, many anglers felt that fishing would be better regulated, per-
mitted anglers would act as a deterrence to poaching, and everyone 
would be pressed to obey the law. Indeed, throughout the Oldman 
basin, conservationists generally wanted to see streams opened and 
patrolled, rather than closed.

J. J. Gillespie, as the secretary of the Pincher Creek Anglers’ 
Association, appreciated the practical ends of fishing in his own com-
munity. The association had formed in April 1920 with the express 
purpose to “watch the streams and prevent if possible the dynamiting 
which has been pulled off in the past.”98 In addition to protecting “the 
now almost extinct trout” in nearby streams from the work of “un-
scrupulous dynamiters,” its membership applied for trout fry from the 
Banff hatchery in order to help revive the fishery.99 The association then 
engaged directly in protective work. After successfully securing some 
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40,000 rainbow trout and distributing them in one week in the Lower 
Oldman River, and Mill, Pincher, Drywood, and Yarrow Creeks, with 
others going to the Crowsnest Lakes and River, its members helped the 
RCMP slap charges on “six or seven” anglers fishing in closed waters or 
without permits.100

But these stream closures did not initially sit well with the as-
sociation aware of the food fishery nearby. Gillespie wrote to the 
Commission of Conservation in Ottawa that summer to complain 
about things. His association was happy with the fishery department’s 
plan to send fry to restock nearby streams, and he was sure to apply for 
more the next year. But anglers needed more support to enforce regu-
lations, especially to stamp out what they saw as still-common dyna-
miting practices. Gillespie underlined the problem of stream closure as 
a conservation measure. Homesteaders in the area, he said, required 
fish for food during the summer, and most residents felt that closures 
were imposed on them by outsiders.101

Farther west in the Oldman basin, fish was certainly a dietary 
staple for coalminers. Joseph Brown, who chose to mine coal in the 
Crowsnest valley instead of enlisting to fight in World War I, re-
membered this reality. Steven Hume, writing Brown’s story from 
memories he related of the area, said that one of the creeks in the 
Crowsnest “once supplied Dolly Varden for the table between paydays 
when men like Joe earned a dollar a week and were thankful for it.”102 
Children of coalminers did their part. Ted Pierzchala, whose father 
mined at Bankhead before moving to the Crowsnest in the 1920s, re-
membered spending “quite a lot of time fishing” on the river. “That was 
some of your fare. The fish you caught went on the table instead of buy-
ing something.”103 When the fish guardian was not looking, Vince John 
Bosetti remembered constructing small dams on the river as a kid. He 
and his friends would use a snare pole to gather up mountain whitefish 
that his mother would pickle.104 Miners likely had some difficulty find-
ing time to fish and when they did, they probably restricted themselves 
to local streams near home. Union executives, such as James Burke, the 
secretary of the United Mine Workers of America’s Bellevue section, 
might have had enough time from work to pursue the good “sport” in 
more distant tributaries, as he did in one fishing expedition reported in 
1911, but most miners probably fished more locally and pragmatically, 
when opportunities arose.105 In 1908, the railcar shortage in Hillcrest 



1074 | Stewards of Streams in Southern Alberta

 
FIGURE 4.2 

John and Jim 
Kerr fishing in 
the Crowsnest. 
Kerr Collection, 
CM-PA-21-09, 
Crowsnest Museum.

seems to have cut enough mine production that “quite a few number 
have been putting in the time fishing,” the Coleman Miner reported.106 
The labour unrest leading to frequent strikes and slowdowns in the 
turbulent 1920s freed miners to fish, and they assuredly did for food 
now that their wages were cut. Across the Divide in British Columbia, 
miners on strike in 1922, according to the Lethbridge Daily Herald’s 
correspondent in Fernie, took up rods and reels along the Elk River 
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and its mountain creeks, becoming, “expert anglers”: “they are follow-
ing the piscatorial art and are helping out their food supply with daily 
offerings of greyling [sic].” The miners were following the law, fishing 
only grayling before the trout season opened on May 1.107 The fisheries 
department recognized the effects of strikes, when thousands of min-
ers with “nothing else to do but fish continuously” left their mark, as 
R. T. Rodd put it. The miners would have been “a great drain on the 
fishing in any district.”108

John Kerr knew the reality of the food fishery in his mining com-
munity. Born in 1873 in Craigmark, Scotland, Kerr was the son of a 
coal miner who followed the family’s trade, first in Scotland and then, 
after immigrating to Canada in 1903 with his younger brother Bill, 
in Western Canadian coal fields. The two settled permanently in the 
Crowsnest area in 1906, by 1910 opening a General store in Passburg 
and later another in Bellevue.. Ardent anglers, he and his brother 
passed on the “fine points” of angling and hunting to John’s sons, James 
and John Jr., in a region that the family remembered as “still unspoiled, 
unfenced and teeming with fish and game.”109 However, the brothers 
lived to witness immense changes, particularly as the population in the 
valley increased and environmental degradation became more evident 
on the river, prompting both of them to take up trout conservation.

Kerr’s approach was eminently pragmatic. He felt that stream clos-
ures announced in 1920 were much too heavy-handed, even “autocrat-
ic,” and certainly not suitable to the region.110 Writing an article in re-
sponse to the Blairmore Enterprise’s editorial supporting closures, Kerr 
pointed out: “A large percentage of the residents in this district are fish-
ers. It is a pleasant and profitable recreation.”111 However, if tributaries 
were closed, “the hogs who have been dynamiting these streams every 
season for years would have a better opportunity for doing their dirty 
work if there were not fishers around.”112 He advanced what he termed 
the “modern method” of conservation: that of keeping all streams open 
but using fish hatcheries to keep them fishable. The other element of 
this modern approach, consistently promoted in Southern Alberta, was 
that hatcheries could not only restock the waters with native trout, but 
“introduce other species of game trout.”113

The Kerr family history remembers John independently follow-
ing up on his ideas. In the early 1920s, he apparently visited the Banff 
hatchery and spoke with “the man in charge,” undoubtedly R. T. Rodd, 
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to strike up an arrangement for rainbow trout fry to be delivered by 
baggage car to the Hillcrest train station. From there, John and his son 
James did the legwork to get the fry planted.114 They continued to do 
this before fishing association memberships in the Crowsnest Pass grew 
to help in the work. Jean Kerr recalled the family’s efforts reviving the 
streams through fish plantings. She remembered John, his sons James 
and John Jr., his brother Bill, and others in the family heading out on 
horseback with wooden crates filled with rainbow trout to discharge 
into distant lakes.115

Crownest conservationists promoted sport as they recruited 
adherents from coal-mining communities. The Coleman Angling 
Association, formed in 1915, tried to involve working classes and got off 
“to a good start” with a modest fee of 25¢ (as opposed to the $2 charged 
by the High River association in 1920). The Coleman Bulletin reported 
“quite a large number have joined.”116 In 1915, the Passburg association 
similarly formed around the specific issues of dynamiting practices 
and the local need for an earlier season. How much these associations 
continued their work after organizing is difficult to ascertain. Born to 
key issues of the moment, they may well have fallen into dormancy 
only to revive when new concerns emerged. While John Kerr seems to 
have continued his individual efforts, the degree to which the Coleman 
association remained active is difficult to determine in the early 1920s. 
In 1924, the Bellevue Enterprise did not even recognize associations in 
the Crowsnest Pass, if they still existed. Pointing to British Columbia’s 
angling associations being successful in getting hundreds of thousands 
of fry from the provincial government for their streams (and seeming 
to overlook John’s own independent work), the newspaper lamented 
that, “it is too bad that some similar action cannot be taken in this 
district,” since its streams and lakes were “admirably adapted to the 
propagation of game fish.” If the Coleman association was indeed still 
active, the paper nevertheless suggested that on “several occasions” the 
previous year, residents of Pincher Creek and Cowley had “attempted 
to secure co-operation of Pass anglers, but were unsuccessful” in driv-
ing a campaign for restocking.117

The drive to get hatchery fry for their streams did reanimate the 
work of associations soon afterwards. In April 1925, a front-page story 
in the Blairmore Enterprise announced that a fish and game associ-
ation had formed in Bellevue, when a group of men from the town and 
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adjoining districts got together “for the purpose of organizing in an 
effort to propagate and protect trout fishing.”118 The organization was 
open to ideas, but a “general program” was in the works to temporarily 
close and stock smaller tributaries and suitable areas of small lakes. A 
Monday night follow-up meeting was “well attended.” John Kerr was 
named president and James Fisher, of Bellevue, secretary-treasurer; 
both were “enthusiasts of the first water.” There was talk of persuading 
anglers in “neighbouring camps” to join up. As the paper observed, 
“some form of organization is necessary to cope with the willful de-
struction of our fishing that has been going on in recent years.”119

As seen, Bellevue, Coleman, Pincher Creek, and Fort Macleod 
fish and game associations were by that point lobbying for hatchery 
fry and supporting at least temporary tributary closures. They encour-
aged sport angling and celebrated their work with convivial annual 
banquets. Held in 1925, the first anniversary dinner of the Blairmore 
Fish and Game Protective Association was described in the Blairmore 
Enterprise as quite the event. Hosted at the Bellevue Inn, the evening 
began at 8:00 p.m. with a “sumptuous” turkey dinner, followed by 
toasts to the King, speeches, songs from a community chorus, “highly 
delightful” fish storytelling, and prizes awarded for the association’s 
annual derby, with the brothers Kerr landing many of the honours for 
the best single-day baskets of speckled, rainbow, and bull trout. The 
recently appointed Methodist minister, J. W. Oliver, made a speech, 
and a certain Miss Hulme led songs while playing the piano. By that 
date, there were 160 members in the association.120 These associations 
attempted to broaden rules-based angling across communities in such 
events as Blairmore’s derby in 1930. The local pharmacy donated a 
split-bamboo fishing rod (worth $20) as the prize for a two-pound-
twelve-ounce speckled trout caught by an angler from Lundbreck and 
a pigskin fly book (worth $10) to the Blairmore angler who landed the 
largest bull trout, at five pounds, four ounces.121

All the same, angling associations promoting sport aimed to draw 
into the conservation movement working-class immigrants from 
Europe who fished to put food on the table. Residents of mining com-
munities, whatever their cultural background, were encouraged to con-
serve in the interests of their long-term needs. By 1928, W. S. Purvis, 
representing the Coleman association, explained to R. T. Rodd that his 
members had gone to great lengths to “educate the general public” of 
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the regulations, doing so on the understanding that, in return, the fish-
eries department would plant streams near the community with more 
fry.122 According to Rodd, reporting to his department, Purvis had sug-
gested that “unless they were supplied with some fry for their district, 
it would be impossible to hold their club together, and as a great many 
of the members are miners of foreign extraction, they are more diffi-
cult to be made observe the laws than the average English speaking 
person.”123 The association, then, served as a critical lynchpin between 
the fisheries department and the larger community around it, serving 
to recruit conservationists using the promise of improved local fishing 
as key to its campaigning. The association drew, rather than excluded, 
a mining community into angling as a form of recreation, or at least it 
would have miners fishing for food conform to the rules. Undoubtedly, 
these associations also offered a social outlet and, for many, a greater 
claim to civic status. But whereas Rodd’s report suggests that associ-
ations were effective in convincing the “foreign element” to purchase 
memberships (the Coleman association boasting over 200 members 
in 1928),124 their greater success was in seeing that more people in the 
larger community purchase permits. In 1925, no fewer than 1,003 per-
mits sold in the Crowsnest, which, according to Rodd, was largely the 
result of the efforts of members of the Coleman Angling Association.125 
No wonder, then, that in 1928 the association expressed confidence 
that it was largely due to its work that infractions in the district, which 
were significantly reduced from previous years, were only “of a minor 
character.”126

Conservationists, then, aiming to guard trout for their sport, rec-
ognized the reality of fish in miner diets and considered the very nature 
of their work to include, rather than exclude, the broader population in 
their efforts. But however much these sports fishers acknowledged its 
reality, the food fishery should not obscure their real aim: protecting 
sport, and through hatchery work, propagating game species for recrea-
tion. When the Hillcrest Fish and Game Protective Association, which 
formed in 1926,127 met with R. T. Rodd in 1932 to discuss their concerns 
for the Crowsnest fisheries, they pointedly raised the issue of “people 
catching large quantities of fish to preserve for winter use.” They like-
ly had in mind those, now in the horrid economic circumstances of 
the Depression years, who were still resorting to illegal means of har-
vesting large quantities of fish. But the conservationists took it from 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES112

Rodd’s response that “it is expected this year that some such people will 
learn (at some cost to themselves) that fish in the rivers are primarily 
for sport instead of food.”128

The Beleaguered Bull Trout
Oldman River valley anglers shared with all Southern Albertans a 
common enemy in their efforts to revitalize streams: the bull trout. 
Attitudes toward the fish were set by the 1920s. The uncertain status of 
the bull trout had been reinforced over a decade earlier in the report of 
the 1910–11 Alberta and Saskatchewan Fisheries Commission. During 
the hearings, anglers had expressed their antipathy toward the fish and, 
by not making recommendations for protecting the bull trout in their 
report, the commissioners had indicated their agreement that the spe-
cies deserved no special attention. The resulting regulations, enacted in 
1912, explicitly protected cutthroat, mountain whitefish, and rainbow 
trout by limiting their catch within open seasons. They did the same 
for pike and pickerel. There were no specific measures introduced to 
protect bull trout.129 Anglers could take this silence on bull trout to 
mean that the fish was freed for eradication.

Regulations changed critically in 1915, but mindsets did not. 
That year, the law still protected “trout, grayling or Rocky Mountain 
Whitefish” and insisted that anglers buy permits to fish them.130 Just 
what constituted the term, “trout,” was contested in a watershed to the 
north of Calgary, the Red Deer River basin. There, bull trout was one 
of the only fish available for anglers. They had grown accustomed to 
fishing in Waskasoo Creek, a tributary of the Red Deer River, without a 
permit. Refusing to recognize the bull trout as a genuine species of trout, 
anglers still could claim that no “trout” swam in these waters. In 1916, 
two anglers who had been fined by the police for fishing at Waskasoo 
Creek without a permit responded by filing suit. In support of their case, 
the Red Deer Board of Trade’s A. T. Stephenson argued in a letter to the 
Red Deer News that the very spirit of both the commissioners’ report in 
1911 and the 1912 regulations clearly indicated that the government had 
concurred with anglers about the unseemly quality of bull trout. Apart 
from some similar speckling, Stephenson claimed, the bull trout shared 
nothing with real trout: it had neither the game qualities of a trout spe-
cies nor the spawning characteristics of trout in the region. Until the 
prosecutor could prove “that a bull trout is a species of trout,” he wrote, 
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“I intend to fish the Red Deer River or its tributaries near here without 
a permit.”131

The Department of Marine and Fisheries was embarrassed when its 
Red Deer area fish guardian, Arthur B. Nash, published a newspaper 
letter supporting Stephenson’s decision to opt out of the permit sys-
tem. Citing the 1915 fisheries regulations that did not require anglers 
to purchase permits to fish waters “not frequented by Trout, Grayling 
or Rocky Mountain Whitefish,” he said, definitively, “People will there-
fore clearly understand, that they are entitled to fish at Waskasoo Creek 
and the Red Deer River, at Red Deer without permits.”132

Hastening to counter Nash’s damaging statement, the department’s 
chief inspector, G. S. Davidson, dispatched to the Red Deer News a let-
ter he had received from Red Deer police inspector W. P. Lindsay, who 
offered his opinion on the law. Lindsay’s letter was published under 
the headline: “Do Bull Trout Come Within the Law?”133 Lindsay be-
lieved they did. The law protected “every variety of trout,” he wrote, 
“and there is no doubt whatsoever that Bull Trout, otherwise known as 
Dolly Varden Trout, or Red Spotted Trout, is a trout in the fullest sense 
of the word.” The law, therefore, protected bull trout.134

But the public mind was unmoved to accept the bull trout as a fish 
worthy of protection. The Calgary Angling Association (CAA) believed 
that the bull trout needed to go, regardless of what any pencil-pushing 
bureaucrat in Ottawa said. It continued to press the department to free 
up all restrictions on fishing bull trout, in and out of the season. In 
the meanwhile, the law might require anglers to purchase a permit to 
land “trout”, but the regulations only limited them to a daily creel limit 
of twenty-five cutthroat, rainbow and/or mountain whitefish.135 They 
could take a limitless number of bull trout. The CAA members used the 
loophole to go all out against the fish. As mentioned, in 1921, they had 
hoped to get the fisheries department to reopen all streams in Southern 
Alberta except in the forest reserves. Those inside the reserves would 
remain closed for a year so that, in the main rivers, anglers could wage 
war against the bull trout, “there being no season limit on them.”136 The 
CAA exploited the exclusion of bull trout in the per diem limit in other 
ways. In 1924, the CAA’s season-opener derby offered a purse for the 
“heaviest catch of fish taken on the opening day of the season” (with the 
profits from enrolments supporting Calgary hospitals)—but competi-
tors could continue to land bull trout to supplement their weight even 
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after catching their aggregate limit of twenty-five cutthroat, rainbow, 
and/or mountain whitefish.137

Beyond using loopholes in the regulations against the fish, in 1924 
the CAA continued to demand from the department the freedom to 
weed bull trout from streams outside the season.138 Fisheries commis-
sioner Edward E. Prince well knew that allowing unlimited bull trout 
hauls would empty some streams of fish altogether.139 R. T. Rodd made 
the same point in his own letter to the department on the issue. While 
he might support weeding out bull trout on cutthroat streams, he feared 
that allowing anglers to fish them from streams outside the season 
would lead to disastrous results on Red Deer and North Saskatchewan 
streams where, he said, only bull trout, mountain whitefish, pike, and 
suckers were found. Anglers would quickly deplete those streams of 
fish, and the Banff hatchery, Rodd pointed out, with limited output, 
simply could not restock all streams emptied in such a way.140

Rodd, meanwhile concerned by the CAA derby, suggested his 
department to look into bag limits on any trout, including bull trout, 
similar to regulations in British Columbia.141 Dominion Parks legis-
lation, including Banff waters, specified bull trout as a game fish for 
its protection in 1925, and to remove all doubt about the status of the 
fish and stop culling elsewhere in Alberta, in 1927 the fisheries regu-
lations finally named bull trout along with cutthroat, rainbow, Loch 
Leven, and mountain whitefish as protected under the law.142 They also 
included the fish in the maximum trout per diem allowed to anglers.143 
Fishing derbies, at least the ones the CAA had hosted, would never be 
the same.

When members of a community gathered into conservation associ-
ations, their efforts to sway government could carry considerable clout, 
nevertheless. The problem was that the priorities of the different associ-
ations depended both on local stream conditions and on socioeconom-
ic needs, and thus were prone to conflict. The lack of collaboration 
among these associations annoyed fisheries department officials, who 
looked to them to communicate with each other and find agreement on 
policies they recommended to the department. Such was not the case. 
Calgary and High River associations sought, ultimately, to protect cut-
throat. Anglers in both communities helped prompt the department to 
expand tributary closures as a blanket policy across Southern Albertan 
streams. Although some anglers in the Crowsnest Pass welcomed the 
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same closures extending to the Oldman River basin, others did not: 
to some conservationists, stream closure was an ill-conceived measure 
given the reality of the food fishery in the region.

By 1925, the din of competing voices arguing about how to manage 
Alberta’s upstream and downstream fish stocks revealed sharply diver-
gent views on ideal season dates and brought most anglers in the prov-
ince into contention. At the same time, the preference of these recrea-
tional anglers for a plentiful supply of suitably “sporty” fish demanded 
a revised approach to conservation, especially in respect to protecting 
native species or introducing new ones. Whatever waters they fished 
and whatever their concerns, anglers usually looked in some manner 
to a common headwater in fisheries management, the work at the Banff 
hatchery.
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5
The Great Arbitrator: The Banff 
Hatchery

Serving as an arbitrator in the developing debate over conservation 
was the hatchery built in Banff in 1913 by the Dominion government. 
Like many other hatcheries across the country, its purpose was to boost 
failing streams and lakes with fry and fingerlings. The practice of pisci-
culture was by no means new. Confident that natural waterways could 
be “improved” by the addition of fish cultivated at facilities built for 
that purpose, France had introduced modern techniques by applying 
Napoleonic-era science. By the mid-nineteenth century, British and 
American hatcheries likewise churned with fry. In the United States, 
the state backed these fish-generating facilities to restock streams and 
lakes damaged by industrialization, agricultural development, and 
deforestation—forces that had by that time ruined, almost wholesale, 
many streams in the midwestern and eastern states.1 In that country, 
with its abiding distaste for state limits over individual rights, hatcheries 
offered a means of superabundantly filling damaged and overfished 
streams so that people would be free to fish to their heart’s content.2 
All of these matters resonated in the fishing controversies developing 
in Alberta in the 1920s, particularly those surrounding the choice be-
tween protecting native species and introducing new, and presumably 
better, exotics in order to create a western trout kingdom.

Pisciculture Comes to Western Canada
The need to supplement what nature itself provided was amply evident 
in colonial Canada, given the rapidity with which fisheries were being 
exhausted along the Atlantic seaway and in the Great Lakes owing to 
the accelerating growth of the commercial fishing industry during the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. Integral to this growth was the 
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industrialization of fishing through the widespread adoption of mass 
harvesting techniques such as gill netting, coupled with a newfound 
ability to preserve the fish that had been caught by canning or refriger-
ation and to ship them long distances by rail. The “spirit of aggressive 
entrepreneurship” fuelled all of this with an emerging merchant class 
of fish dealers, many of them based south of the border.3 Although 
Toronto and Montréal were major markets, Canada’s population was 
far smaller, and a large-scale commercial fishing industry was slower to 
evolve. British colonists from central Canada to Nova Scotia had been 
completely caught off guard when, in mid-century, merchants began 
supporting industrialized fishing to cater to burgeoning southern mar-
kets in sprawling cities like Chicago and New York, causing a rapid 
decline in Canada’s lake and coastal salmon, shad, herring, and lake 
whitefish populations.

By the time of Confederation, Samuel Wilmot—a farmer who had 
become concerned about dwindling salmon runs in local streams—
had pioneered some early hatchery work near Lake Ontario’s Bay of 
Quinte. In 1876, Wilmot was appointed as the Dominion’s fish cultur-
ist, charged with expanding hatcheries for whitefish, salmon, and other 
fish to supply not only Ontario, but also the Atlantic region, Québec, 
Manitoba, and British Columbia. These facilities were devoted to restor-
ing commercial stock, but, in 1894, the fisheries department bowed to 
the pressure of recreationists and ordered that “certain waters resorted 
to by anglers be restocked and new hatcheries built for that purpose.”4

As we saw in chapter 2, at the time of the 1910–11 Alberta and 
Saskatchewan Fisheries Commission hearings, the Alberta Fish and 
Game Protective Association was already pushing the idea of a hatch-
ery in Banff, as were fish and game associations in British Columbia. 
In addition, the Calgary Board of Trade mounted a campaign asking 
Ottawa to establish a hatchery in what was then Rocky Mountains 
Park—an idea that Howard Douglas, the park superintendent, also 
firmly supported.5 After considering the possibility at some length, the 
Department of Marine and Fisheries finally approved Banff as the lo-
cation for the facility by December 1912. The explicit purpose of the 
hatchery was to sustain the sport fishery. At the time, however, the de-
partment still had some concern that the freezing winter temperatures 
and high mineral content of Banff’s waters would pose a threat to newly 
hatched fish.6
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The plan was to place the hatchery conspicuously close to the 
Banff Springs Hotel, obviously as a tourist draw, and to tap the town’s 
water main sourced from distant Forty Mile Creek. While acknow-
ledging the existence of a “strong desire” to see a hatchery established 
in Banff, which would be “of interest to tourists” and an “addition to 
the attractions” in the park, the Dominion’s hatchery superintendent, 
Alex Finlayson, seriously doubted the soundness of the plan. For one 
thing, he argued, local trout such as the cutthroat could not be had 
in sufficient quantity to supply eggs, and even if they could be found, 
they would need to be eyed at a nursery pond where they were found 
before transporting the eggs to Banff, sloshing in tin cans. However, 
with even that laborious work providing so few eggs, the hatchery, once 
built, would still require large supplies of eastern trout eggs to raise as 
fry for release in Lake Minnewanka and other smaller lakes nearby by 
rail car.7

Given the local fishing situation, there was some urgency to the 
idea of locating a hatchery in Canada’s first—and, eventually, most vis-
ited—national park. In 1897, Howard Douglas had inquired about how 
to make the park “more attractive to sportsmen” after it was discovered 
that Lake Minnewanka and many streams within the park near Banff 
had been devastated by railway and mining work. Construction crews 
had fished the lake intensively; coal dust and chemicals washed into the 
Bow and Cascade Rivers from coal towns like Anthracite, Bankhead, 
and Canmore, poisoning the fish. In a March 1897 letter to Douglas, 
one angler reported that, on a visit to Minnewanka a decade earlier, he 
had landed thirty to forty trout in a day, averaging fifteen pounds, with 
some as heavy as forty-five. Now, he said, he was lucky to catch four 
or five in one day, and then rarely exceeding ten pounds.8 Conditions 
were no better farther afield in the park. A British angler who headed 
out from the Banff Springs Hotel to Spray Lakes for five days of what 
proved to be unsuccessful fishing, saw miners (“Italian I think, from 
the Canmore coal mine”) dynamiting the lake by day, spearing fish by 
night, and netting bays and creeks, “a regular practice of these men.” 
Later, when “fine trout” were found littering the lakeshore, some min-
ers were arrested.9

In May 1911, with the goal of preserving the country’s natural 
heritage for the enjoyment of all, the Laurier government passed the 
Dominion Forest Reserves and Parks Act. The Act established the 
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FIGURE 5.1 

Railway workers enjoying a day’s catch at Lake Minnewanka, 1890s. NA-237-38, 
Glenbow Library and Archives.

Dominion Parks Branch (now Parks Canada), which fell under the pur-
view of the Department of the Interior and was responsible for oversee-
ing park waters. Recognizing that measures were desperately needed to 
supply visitors to Rocky Mountains Park with adequate fishing and to 
allay the effects of pot fishers, the department scrambled to lay down 
some ground rules. In addition to setting a seven-inch minimum for 
cutthroat, it imposed conservative season dates in the park. Pressure 
from Calgarians had initially prompted a generous, early season open-
ing on Banff waters. However, in the war years, park administrators 
started pushing forward the season opening date, from May 16 to June 
15, and finally to July 1. With the later fall closures, the park gave as its 
priority the protection of spring-spawning cutthroat in the area.10

All the same, the need for more fish to please tourists made the park 
anything but peaceful. Seeing the emptied lakes and streams in the park, 
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the angler who wrote to Douglas in 1897 pressed for the introduction 
of brook trout from Ontario into Banff’s streams and of smallmouth 
black bass (Micropterus dolomieu) into its lakes.11 In 1900, the fisheries 
department, with the support of the CPR (which had of its own stake 
in tourism), embarked on what proved to be an unsuccessful attempt 
to transplant black bass.12 In 1904, again with the aid of the CPR, the 
park arranged for brook trout from Ontario’s Lake Nipigon to be freed 
into the Bow River at Banff.13 These legendary prize-fighting trout had 
been recommended to the superintendent of Rocky Mountains Park 
as a good alternative to native fish, which “offered no good sport in 
catching them.”14 Those sent by railcar to the park waters were immedi-
ately popular, “thriving splendidly here,” a local angler gushed, calling 
them “by far the best fish in these waters, being much handsomer and 
gamier than any native trout.”15 Moreover, because, unlike the native 
cutthroat, brook trout are fall spawners, they would not be curtailed 
by an earlier season opening date, which would appeal to park tourists.

The rewards for bringing in such transplants were potentially fan-
tastic. A local hatchery could breed what came to be known as Nipigon 
trout in massive quantities, since it was much easier, ironically, to obtain 
fish from the Lake Nipigon district of Ontario and ship it to Banff than 
to procure cutthroat nearby. But as early as 1909, the park began cur-
tailing the fish’s further spread in cutthroat waters, despite many Banff 
residents, as well as the Banff Board of Trade, backing the Nipigon’s 
widespread introduction.16 Banff park promoter and local businessman 
Norman Luxton certainly wanted the fish. In 1915, he went on a holy 
crusade for Nipigon in park waters in his Crag and Canyon, publishing 
a front-page article celebrating the fish, while also seizing the oppor-
tunity to savage Euston Sisley, the Calgary physician who had served 
on the 1910–11 Alberta and Saskatchewan Fisheries Commission. 
In his capacity as commissioner, Sisley had championed the cause of 
hatcheries, but not at the expense of native game fish. Indeed, he had 
pointed to the “disastrous results” that attended extensive restocking of 
waters with exotics in the United States.17 Luxton was not convinced. 
“For some unaccountable reason,” the paper declared, Sisley “has taken 
a most horrible dislike to this much-prized fish of the Banff fishing 
fraternity.” Regardless of the views of Sisley and officials in Ottawa, 
“the Banff fishermen are of an entirely different opinion. One and all 
who have had any experience with the Nipigon speak strongly in its 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES122

favor.” The article went on to point out that, “These fishermen are men 
who fish the streams for ten miles around Banff, are men who study 
the habits of the different trout and can tell you each month of the year 
where each particular fish can be found.” Sisley simply did not know 
the mountain waters the way that Banff residents did: “Surely the doc-
tor as an authority on fish in Banff is a joke, always was, and always will 
be.”18

While opinion was divided about the introduction of brook trout, 
transplanting fish posed nevertheless certain practical dilemmas. After 
the black bass shipped to Banff in 1900 failed to arrive in good condi-
tion, the Department of Marine and Fisheries helped the CPR to design 
a better shipping car for another experiment in 1902, with fish sent first 
to Buffalo Lake and then to a number of other lakes in the province.19 
However, the logistical challenges of shipping live, fully grown fish 
quickly became evident. Among them were delayed starts, a long trans-
continental journey, equipping a car fitted out with a giant water tank 
with a special aerator, and shipping in October, when it was none too 
warm.20 Even though the Buffalo Lake residents were “greatly pleased 
at getting the bass,” Harrison Young, who oversaw the introduction, 
thought it was an “object lesson” about “the trouble and expense of 
transporting these fish.”21

Despite the difficulty in transporting them, black bass were fol-
lowed up with more introductions. Almost annually from 1904 to 
1908 about 1,000 Nipigon and 2,000 Wisconsin brook trout were intro-
duced into Banff waters, together with another 900 mature lake trout, 
750 two-year-olds, 4,000 fry, and 10,000 fingerlings from the town of 
Osceola, in western Wisconsin.22 The black bass plantings continued in 
1908, when breeders from North Carolina, Wisconsin, and California 
sold 5,000 smallmouth bass to the federal government for introduction 
into Pine Lake, Sylvan Lake, and, again, Buffalo Lake.23

In the meanwhile, parks in the United States had also launched re-
stocking programs, thereby keeping their waters “much more attractive 
to tourists desiring fish,” as the CPR’s William Whyte fretted in 1908.24 
He pointed out that in 1906, Yellowstone National Park had embarked 
on a colossal stocking program, releasing almost half a million brook, 
rainbow, and black-spotted cutthroat trout into its “natural” waters.25 
That put pressure on Banff to improve its own rivers and lakes, at a 
time when both fish and game associations and the Calgary Board of 
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Trade were urging the Department of Marine and Fisheries to build a 
hatchery in Banff. Added to this was the political influence of the well-
known A. E. Cross, a ranching scion and now celebrated as one of the 
“Big Four” founders of the Calgary Stampede. Cross wanted the facility 
in Banff to transform what he saw as the sucker-ridden, pike-infested 
waters of the Eastern Slopes into trout paradises. He even offered to 
drive fry to the headwaters of Mosquito Creek himself if the depart-
ment built the hatchery. His overall goal was to “get all the streams 
running east of the Rockies on the Canadian side filled with trout.”26

The Banff Hatchery
Alex Finlayson’s concerns about a sufficient supply of cutthroat eggs 
were borne out, however, soon after the Banff hatchery was constructed 
in 1913. Quite apart from the fact that producing fish artificially from 
spawn was no simple matter, Jumpingpound Creek, the main source of 
cutthroat ova, could not produce enough fish for the growing needs of 
Alberta’s bustling sporting streams.27 R. T. Rodd reported that, in June 
1914, he collected spawn from both Jumpingpound Creek and Pirmez 

 
FIGURE 5.2 

Collecting cutthroat spawn (“stripping”) at Spray Lakes, 1932 or 1933. This photo was 
taken after fisheries management was transferred to Alberta in 1930 and appeared 
in the Department of Lands and Mines Annual Report for 1936. A7051 Provincial 
Archives of Alberta.
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Creek, but he also had to release seventy female fish “as we could not get 
the male fish for fertilizing the eggs.”28 Although, during the war years, 
hatchery staff expanded the output at the facility, cutthroat spawn 
proved stubbornly difficult to procure, despite all the efforts of staff 
working booms and beds high in Bow tributaries and the Kananaskis 
Lakes. Just where to get more supply proved difficult. In 1921, while 
staff collected half a million eggs at the Spray Lakes, they only suc-
cessfully eyed 200,000 of them to transfer to Banff. The hatchery had 
to get another 200,000 cutthroat from Yellowstone National Park, in 
exchange for returning the same number of Atlantic salmon eggs. R. T. 
Rodd, who had had some success getting eggs from Highwood tribu-
taries, that year noted that “trout were extremely scarce and nowhere 
found in sufficient numbers” in the area to warrant building booms.29

In addition to the problem of ensuring adequate supply of cut-
throat, the hatchery faced pressure from anglers themselves, many now 
growing impatient with the native fish. By the late nineteenth century 
in the United States, many anglers in mountain stream areas had large-
ly given up on cutthroat as “inferior in gaminess to the eastern brook 
trout.”30 Although, south of the border, brook trout had lost ground in 
eastern waters—where land clearing, timber cutting, and industrializ-
ation had produced what one late nineteenth century US government 
report described as “changed conditions in and along the waters not 
agreeable to the brook trout’s wild nature”—it remained a favourite as 
an introduced species in western mountain rivers.31 Brook trout was, 
in fact, the fish of choice for many American newcomers to Alberta 
at the turn of the century, which is probably why it headed the list of 
possible fish to introduce into depleted streams, even at the expense of 
cutthroat.

When it came to introductions, however, the preference of the Banff 
hatchery was for rainbow trout, a tidy but aggressive snapper that, in 
contrast to brook trout, spawned in the spring. The rainbow trout is a 
West Coast native. In Canada, indigenous rainbows are almost exclu-
sively confined to British Columbia, where they are primarily found to 
the west of the continental divide. East of the Rocky Mountains, na-
tive rainbow occur in only three rivers, the Peace and the Liard, whose 
headwaters lie in British Columbia, and, in Alberta, along the upper 
Athabasca River and its tributaries.32 Somewhat ironically, though, the 
rainbow that entered Southern Alberta waters did not come from the 
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Athabasca River basin. Originally transplanted from California into 
the eastern United States to fill industrialized, polluted, and seriously 
damaged water basins, rainbow trout were introduced into the Great 
Lakes in the 1870s. By 1887, Wilmot, the Dominion’s hatcheries ex-
pert, was raising them at the hatchery in Newcastle, Ontario. By 1900, 
rainbow populations in the Great Lakes were self-sustaining. It was 
from Ontario hatcheries, then, that teeming rainbow populations were 
introduced into the streams of Alberta’s Eastern Slopes as it became 
increasingly clear that the supply of cutthroat could not keep up with 
demand.33 In the long term, the large numbers of rainbow introduced 
through hatcheries would rival the cutthroat and its various subspecies 
up and down the cordilleran watersheds of the Rockies.

In its early years, the Banff hatchery, with its three troughs plus a 
bedroom and kitchen for the attendant, may have looked like a modest 
enterprise, but it was soon to become a veritable fish factory of exotic 
varieties.34 The growing number of anglers during the war years forced 
critical changes in the composition of native and transplanted varieties 

 
FIGURE 5.3 

The Banff Hatchery ca. 1920, postcard image. The Calgary Daily Herald reported 
on 22 December 1928 that the hatchery’s show pond attracted “many thousands of 
visitors during the summer months.” NC-7-868, Glenbow Library and Archives.
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at the Banff hatchery. In 1918, some 84,000 cutthroat ova were brought 
to maturity, along with 64,000 Atlantic salmon and 196,000 “Great 
Lakes trout.”35 As yet, no rainbow trout were in production, but in 1919, 
what with the drought conditions that were ruining many fishing holes 
and returned soldiers now adding to fishing pressures, rainbow pro-
duction abruptly shot from nothing to almost 167,000. The output of 
lake trout also increased, to 154,000, while that of cutthroat declined. 
The following year, the hatchery engaged in a concerted effort to collect 
cutthroat ova and was able to increase production significantly, to some 
278,000. Far more dramatic, however, was the rise in the output of rain-
bow, with numbers rocketing to 600,000.36

Anglers adored the rainbow. Less wary than the brook trout and 
generally regarded as much sportier than the cutthroat, the rainbow 
was also more readily adaptive—a species admirably able to keep pace 
with a rapidly changing pioneer landscape. Crucial to the rainbow’s 
proliferation in North America (and virtually the entire world) was the 
ease with which the fish could be bred in hatcheries for qualities that 
made it more attractive for angling, such as colour and overall “sport-
iness,” as well as resistance to disease, and that would allow it to thrive 
in particular streams.37 In 1919, when the Banff hatchery began rain-
bow production, the Calgary Daily Herald—where staff writers, almost 
to a soul, were ardent anglers—excitedly reported that these newcom-
ers were now darting about in the upper reaches of the Bow, “the first of 
these game fish east of Banff.” The Herald writer asked fishermen near 
Banff to give the rainbow on the Bow a few years before landing them, 
as “they will reproduce many more of their species and will provide a 
fighting demon of a game fish for the Bow River Waters between here 
and Banff.”38

As the Herald article noted, High River holdouts learning of the 
rainbow sighting protested “against alien fish being placed in Alberta.”39 
But, in fact, as R. T. Rodd pointed out, the paper had got it wrong: the 
fish sighted east of Banff were not rainbow but Nipigon brook trout, 
introduced to Banff in the early years of the century.40 High River an-
glers who voiced concerns about rainbow introductions were never-
theless clearly in the minority. But even they followed suit in 1922, 
when none other than W. D. Elliott, of the Highwood River Angling 
Protective Association, finally requested rainbow for Highwood tribu-
taries. After George Lane’s request for cutthroat from the hatchery in 
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1919 returned only rainbow to Pekisko Creek and Elliott’s own protect-
ive association’s request for cutthroat in 1920 returned only rainbow, 
Elliott likely understood it was the only option available. Without at 
least rainbow, the Highwood would be “so far depleted that fishermen 
will lose their interest and one of the main drawing cards for tourists 
to this beautiful natural playground will be lost.” He added that “we 
are informed that tourists and the money they spend in the country is 
worthy of real consideration.”41

Many of the province’s anglers believed that it was only because 
of the hatchery output that streams remained fishable at all. In 1920, 
J. J. Gillespie, secretary of the newly formed Pincher Creek Anglers’ 
Association, begged the hatchery for fifty thousand rainbow fry for 
beleaguered local streams.42 But the Banff hatchery was hard-pressed 
to serve all the needs in Southern Alberta. In such circumstances, in 
1920, the US parks administration began lending a hand to help. It 
magnanimously donated 200,000 rainbow fry from its Bozeman facili-
ties to restock the Belly and Waterton Rivers. Unfortunately, most of 
the fish were dead when they arrived. The milk cans they had been 
shipped in were without ice on a particularly hot day.43 In 1922, the 
Montana Fish Commission offered more foreign aid, this time working 
with the Lethbridge Rod and Gun Club whose members would plant 
the donated fry in the Waterton and Oldman Rivers. “These trout,” the 
US Bureau of Fisheries wrote to its Ottawa counterpart, “will be our 
delegates to Canada. . . . We are joining hands with you in planting 
along the world’s greatest border line these evidences of our mutual 
good sportsmanship.”44

Just getting the fry to their park destination proved expensive and 
time-consuming. American officials generously covered the fishes’ 
transport charges to Canada. But it was the Lethbridge Board of Trade 
that picked up the costs of their travel from the border to Lethbridge, 
the fishes’ feeding and change of water at a local garage there, and then 
their dispatch to Pincher Creek. Calgary and Pincher Creek angling 
associations, meanwhile, had to raise a public subscription to pay for 
other costs of the project.45 To say the least, it was “an achievement” to 
successfully undertake the planting. Within Waterton Lakes National 
Park, mostly at Cameron Lake, the planting involved “a long and tedi-
ous journey of three days by rail, a forty-mile trip by motor transport, 
a ten-mile motor boat ride, final repackaging on the saddle ponies and 
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transport over seven miles of mountain trail to the headwaters of the 
Waterton Lakes,” the Lethbridge Daily Herald reported.46

The American donation that year was not all what it seemed from 
Ottawa’s perspective. In 1925 J. Gillespie, of the Pincher Creek Anglers’ 
Association, referred to the 1922 gift from “our American cousins” in 
a letter to the federal director of fisheries and mentioned something 
the fisheries department had no knowledge of: Americans had includ-
ed eastern brook trout in the shipment. Gillespie now asked for more 
brookies from the Banff hatchery.47 The federal fisheries superintend-
ent, W. A. Found, sternly rebuked the request. Introducing these fish in 
spring-spawning waters, he stated to Gillespie, was “not desirable.” The 
Bozeman donation had violated the law prohibiting “the introduction 
of non-indigenous fish alive . . . except by special permission of the 
Minister.”48

Whether these infusions of fish were a matter of good sportsman-
ship or simply of necessity, most towns well understood the precar-
iousness of their situation. Banff hatchery supply remained limited, 
a situation that sometimes pitted one town against another. Some 
communities lost out to the complicated logistics and heavy costs of 
transport. Bar U owner George Lane, with his considerable political 
pull, could ensure that Highwood tributaries were better served than, 
for example, Stavely’s starving streams. Logistically, too, the Highwood 
was more feasibly stocked. R. T. Rodd, for instance, found it much eas-
ier to deliver to the Highwood than to the streams at Stavely. To get 
to the Highwood, he could leave Banff by night train. Then he waited 
with his fish for six hours in Calgary, and arrived at Aldersyde, just 
north of High River, by 2:00 p.m. Fry bound for Stavely, however, had 
to wait again at the Aldersyde station a full evening before continuing 
their journey, which included a thirty-mile trip by auto or truck to their 
stream destinations.49

The fact was, too, that High River anglers were well organized to 
support plantings, and Highwood ranchers donated the labour of ranch 
hands and vehicles. George Pocaterra’s spread at the Buffalo Head typ-
ically provided the meeting place for High River volunteers to bring fry 
up by wagon and truck, while its own ranch hands helped move them 
along to their tributary destinations, with fish guardian Sam Smith 
co-ordinating everything. The “annual stocking of the Highwood was 
always good for a lively day,” R. M. Patterson recounted in his memoir 
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The Buffalo Head. Smith would organize the ranch hands with pack-
horses to meet the tank wagons. “The fry would be transferred into 
cans with ice containers and with wire-gauze, sacking-covered lids to 
allow the passage of air, and the horses would stand quietly while these 
were loaded on to them and secured,” Patterson wrote.50 But inevitably 
it all became a “circus” when the parties moved on: “the unaccustomed 
glugging of the water in the fish cans never failed to alarm and excite 
the horses who would tear around in circles on the end of their lead 
ropes with a horseman hanging on to each side, pivoting on his horse 
and trying to quieten him.”51

The Loch Leven Comes to Alberta
In 1924, in a significant departure from previous policy, the Banff 
hatchery added Loch Leven to its production program. The Department 
of Marine and Fisheries had held firm after World War I against the 
CAA’s lobbying to have brown trout introduced into Southern Alberta, 
including the Loch Leven.52 But the department’s Winnipeg-based 
superintendent, George Davidson, and the local Calgary overseer, 
meanwhile, were having difficulty satisfying the needs of anglers in the 
Red Deer River basin. In 1920, when the department agreed to close 
tributaries in Southern Alberta, it had included the tributaries of the 
Red Deer River on the assumption that trout worthy of protection 
swam in those streams.53

That raised the hackles of numerous anglers in Red Deer and other 
towns to the north of Calgary. They pointed out that stream closures 
served only to save bull trout and what they regarded as other coarse 
fish. The Red Deer Board of Trade, formally protesting these closures, 
pointed out that “no sporting fish are found in the Red Deer River or 
its tributaries for many miles on each side of Red Deer.” It demanded 
its waters, then, be reopened and permits be waived for the fishery, 
“which furnishes food and recreation for many people.”54 The Board 
of Trade even arranged for a local authority on fish and insects to meet 
the Department’s inspector and convince him that no “sporting fish” 
worthy of stream closure existed in its watershed.55

Red Deer angling interests contributed to a change in the depart-
ment’s stance on Loch Leven. It was mainly A. T. Stephenson, of the 
Red Deer Board of Trade, who organized the town’s anglers and led 
the movement to reopen their river’s tributaries and see Loch Leven 
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introduced into them.56 As Davidson explained to his superiors in the 
fisheries department, Stephenson had made it clear that he and most 
Red Deer anglers still did not recognize the bull trout as a genuine 
trout, nor were they interested in measures that would protect it.57 
Faced with little by way of community support for the native bull trout, 
the department had to find a suitable fall-spawning trout to serve as a 
substitute, and the Loch Leven seemed to meet that need.

The first Loch Leven produced at Banff, in 1924, were destined for 
the Raven River in the Red Deer River basin.58 That same year, however, 
anglers in Red Deer, Olds, Innisfail, and Didsbury requested a wider 
distribution of the fish in their waters. They found a Loch Leven cham-
pion in Garfield Thompson. Thompson had immigrated in 1906 from 
Montana to the Mound district northeast of Sundre, and had seen Loch 
Leven doing well as a species in his home state. The Red Deer River 
catchment seemed ideal for the trout, and he pitched the idea of widely 
stocking tributaries of the Red Deer and Clearwater Rivers. In 1926, 
the Banff hatchery, together with the booms at Spray Lakes, produced 
some 750,000 cutthroat, but they were now troughed alongside half a 
million Loch Leven brown trout.59

In 1926, with the Banff hatchery now producing a great number of 
Loch Leven, the federal government hired Thompson to do the legwork 
of distributing the fry. By the following year, he was planting them in 
tributaries of the Red Deer, including Grant and Schrader Creeks, thus 
laying the basis for one of the most stable Loch Leven populations in 
the province.60 Over the next few years, Thompson expanded his plant-
ings into an area covering 3,000 square miles. With so few roads in the 
region to the west of Red Deer, he used horse and wagon. Interviewed 
at the age of seventy-seven, he recalled that, in 1928, he had to under-
take a seven-mile packhorse trip to plant his fish at Eagle Lake, well 
to the east of Edmonton, near the Saskatchewan border. On another 
trip, along a better travelled route to Moose Creek, his automobile 
broke down, and he had to plant all his fish at Swan Creek. Many of 
the streams he stocked later became famous in the province for brown 
trout, with anglers at Fallentimber Creek, Raven River, Dogpound 
Creek, Stony Creek, and Prairie Creek, as well as Eagle Lake, still “pull-
ing fat loch leven from many of these places,” as a bulletin of Alberta’s 
Department of Lands and Forests reported in 1959.61 All the same, 
anglers unfamiliar with these trout could find them difficult to catch. 
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Fishing enthusiasts in the foothills town of Nordegg complained, for 
example, that Thompson’s plantings had failed, many of them insisting 
that only one trout survived. That lone survivor kept putting in an ap-
pearance here and there, as if to taunt their efforts. When Thompson 
visited the streams, however, he could see that trout were plentiful: the 
problem was simply that locals had not yet learned the trick to bagging 
them.62

Thompson did his work as a paid government employee. However, 
for the most part, hatcheries depended on local angling associations to 
help millions of fry find their homes in streams. Like the High River 
anglers who helped plant rainbow trout in Pekisko Creek in 1919, 
members of small-town angling associations provided critical labour 
by transporting fry and distributing them along streams.63 Only when 
such an organization was on hand to provide help, and to supervise 
streams after they were restocked, would the fisheries department 
open a region to its stocking program. Writing to a new employee in 
March 1925, the federal superintendent of hatcheries, J. A. Rodd, ad-
vised him that he should “not fail” to enlist the support of members of 
angling associations “while you are responsible for the Banff distribu-
tions,” adding that “there are associations in almost every town.”64 As 
hatchery output increased, so did the responsibilities borne by these 
associations. Given that fry could easily be killed in transit by spikes 
in temperature, transporters worked under severe time constraints. 
As Thompson’s auto mishap suggests, fish “plantings” were sometime 
messy and hastily undertaken.

Hatcheries were trying to achieve a difficult balance in those years: 
putting fish into streams and lakes as quickly as anglers took them out. 
The American donations of fry in 1920 and 1922 (the latter resulting 
in an embarrassing introduction of brook trout) only underlined the 
need for a government hatchery in Southern Alberta. For these anglers, 
such a facility should provide exotics. A Taber angler, writing to the 
Lethbridge Daily Herald, witnessed year after year Waterton Lakes fish 
“being depleted to an alarming extent” and he pushed for a hatchery at 
Waterton. The Herald agreed with the writer that the great attraction 
in “modern pisciculture” was the ability to introduce fish “into some 
locality where they were not previously found.” Americans had used 
hatcheries to introduce the “whitefish, the California trout, the brook 
char, the shad and various other fishes.” A Waterton hatchery could 
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likewise be the source for such exotics and at the same time remedy the 
effects of overfishing.65 Certainly, the Banff hatchery was barely able 
to keep up with local demand in Southern Alberta. In 1924, anglers’ 
requests for larger portions of Banff fish stock for the south had been 
turned down by the department because it was diverting most of its fry 
to more immediately accessible streams in Banff National Park streams 
and to the west and south of Calgary.66 That initiated a campaign by J. J. 
Gillespie, the secretary of the Pincher Creek Anglers’ Association, and 
now one of the most influential conservation groups in the Oldman 
watershed. Gillespie wrote to the fisheries department to request 
250,000 rainbow and cutthroat fry and 25,000 eastern brook trout fry 
for tributaries of the Oldman and Waterton Rivers.67 Joining his re-
quest were petitions from boards of trade in Fort Macleod, Bassano, 
Lethbridge, and Calgary.68 The Pincher Creek Anglers’ Association, 
with the support of the Lethbridge Board of Trade, volunteered to help 
disburse 250,000 rainbow and cutthroat in Crowsnest stream if the 
government provided them with the fry.69

There was some urgency in these communities’ requests. With an-
glers from Saskatchewan and as far away as Minneapolis and Chicago 
using streams in the district, Gillespie saw it imperative to receive 
rainbow and cutthroat stock; but he was also keenly interested in 
eastern brook trout, apparently because it appealed to these visitors’ 
tastes in sport. He suggested that a good source of supply could be 
from Yellowstone hatcheries.70 The department rejected Gillespie’s 
idea of introducing the fish of his choice,71 but did send rainbow trout 
for streams close to Pincher Creek.72 Other Southern Alberta anglers 
pressed the department for eastern brook trout. During the meeting to 
create the Claresholm Fish and Game Protective Association in 1925, 
apparently reviving the association created in 1921, members of the new 
organization asked for 50,000 brookies to stock Trout Creek as well as 
others in the eastern block of the Crowsnest Forest Reserve.73 Learning 
that a hatchery was going to be built at Waterton, the Lethbridge Rod 
and Gun Club secretary, W. M. Harris, requested that facility produce 
British Columbia steelhead, eastern brook trout, Ontario lake trout, and 
Loch Leven and German brown trout for nearby streams.74 R. T. Rodd 
was maybe willing to consider steelhead, but he was firmly opposed to 
any of the favoured fall-spawning exotics. The Waterton hatchery, he 
wrote, would only stock rainbow in streams where cutthroat resided: 
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brown and brook trout were “fall spawners and cannibals” and would 
ruin the chances for cutthroat in its native waters in Southern Alberta.75

At the same time, fishing was one of the great attractions to Waterton 
Lakes National Park, making it a “holiday playground,” according to 
the Lethbridge Board of Trade’s H. W. Crawford.76 Located due south of 
Pincher Creek, at the border with the United States, the park formed a 
convenient northern extension of Montana’s Glacier National Park. In 
view of the growing pressure on local streams, and cognizant of the need 
to keep Canadian park visitors happy, especially in view of competition 
from south of the border, the Department of Marine and Fisheries re-
solved to construct a second hatchery, at Waterton. The new facility, 
built in 1928, was intended to stock streams in the park as well as to 
support fisheries in the coal mining and ranching areas of the Oldman 
watershed. Although anglers in the area clamoured for fry of any sort, 
their preference was still for eastern brook trout. R. T. Rodd instructed 
G. E. Bailey, the hatchery’s overseer, to hold firm to the department’s 
dictum that local waters be stocked with cutthroat, supplemented with 
rainbow in areas where cutthroat populations were insufficient to meet 
demand. “There is a growing desire on the part of the general public,” 
Rodd wrote (not really explaining where he was seeing it), “to reserve 

 
FIGURE 5.4 

The Waterton Hatchery. NC-7-868 Glenbow Library and Archives.



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES134

certain areas so far as feasible in their natural state.” To that end, the 
hatchery should supply these waters with fish native to them or, failing 
that, at least with fish in sync with their spawning times.77

Tourist promoters and town boards of trade understood that better 
local fishing would attract outsiders and their cash. To this end, broad 
sections of the angling community continued to urge for species of fish 
they preferred to be distributed in southern waters of the province. To 
a writer for the Blairmore Enterprise in 1929, the steelhead fit the bill, “a 
fighting devil” that would “take fly, spinner or live minnow,” as well as 
the spring-spawning Athabasca River Arctic grayling (Thymallus arc-
ticus).78 In Calgary, even Dr. Euston Sisley promoted the introduction 
of Arctic grayling to Southern Alberta waters, convinced that “they 
would flourish here.”79 Farther north, in the Red Deer area, townsfolk 
lauded the German brown trout or, as we have seen, the Scottish var-
iety, the Loch Leven, in particular. But also did the 125 members of 
the newly formed Claresholm Fish and Game Protective Association, 
who requested 50,000 brook trout “of two or three varieties” to restock 
nearby tributaries.80 Some anglers believed that brookies grew more 
quickly than native cutthroat, the very reason they should be released 
alongside them. W. M. Harris, championing the Loch Leven and 
German brown trout and writing to the fisheries department on behalf 
of the Lethbridge Rod and Gun Club, reported that, “it was the general 
opinion of the meeting [of the club in Lethbridge] that the Cut-Throat 
variety take too long to mature,” and the brown trout could grow to as 
much as a pound after a single year.81 In the eyes of the fisheries depart-
ment, however, in waters that were the natural home of cutthroat, the 
spring-spawning rainbow was the exotic of choice.

This principle held in 1928, when the Banff hatchery was producing 
2.2 million cutthroat, rainbow, Loch Leven, and German brown trout 
fry.82 In addition to a sizeable production of pickerel, the total number 
of fish from hatcheries had climbed to approximately 3.7 million fry to 
supply a total forty-one tributaries and lakes in Alberta. About 1.5 mil-
lion cutthroat and 1.7 million rainbow trout were distributed to south-
ern spring-spawning rivers. Tributaries of the North Saskatchewan 
River received roughly 135,000 Wisconsin-imported German brown 
trout. Tributaries of the Red Deer, where the only native trout was the 
bull trout, were receiving about 360,000 Loch Leven a year—in hopes 
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that these hefty, tourist-pleasing brown trout would supplant the bull 
trout and other fall-spawning populations.83

Exotics in Alberta’s Mountain Streams and Lakes
As for the fond hopes placed in stream plantings, the success of many 
fry was by no means certain. The volunteers who poured countless 
thousands of fry out of milk cans into tributary waters had faith that the 
fry released would yield, with time, a bounty of landed beauties—more 
so if the streams in question were closed. In 1928, Dave Blacklock, then 
living in Longview and reporting on the 100,000 cutthroat fry that his 
fellow anglers had helped to plant in Highwood tributaries that year, 
confidently claimed that the mortality rate was only 12 percent.84 R. M. 
Patterson, remembering the plantings on the Highwood, also believed 
that, despite the difficulty in delivering fry to the river’s tributaries, 
“strange to say, the mortality amongst the fry was never great. After 
two or three miles of some foothill pack trail the fish cans would be 
decanted into a likely looking pool. A few tiny bodies would float to 
the surface—but a brown cloud of swarming, active life would show 
for a moment in the clear water and then vanish, seemingly none the 
worse for their wild ride.”85 In all likelihood, these were rosy estimates. 
By the 1940s, fisheries managers in Alberta had begun to suspect that 
hatchery fry in fact suffered terrific mortality rates once released into 
streams.86

Their suspicions were confirmed by studies conducted by Richard 
Miller in the early 1950s at Gorge Creek, a tributary of the Sheep River. 
As these studies revealed, resident trout are fiercely territorial, making 
claim to stream locations as their home, with the result that hatchery 
fry, once introduced into streams, struggle to find a place not already 
occupied by residents. Fry have difficulty feeding and, in their search 
for space, they must fight water currents to the point that they exhaust 
themselves and elevate the levels of lactic acid in their blood. If these 
tiny fish do not die in the first months of their release, their search for 
food and constant exertion leave them seriously weak and underweight 
by fall. As few as 3 percent of hatchery fry survive to the spring of their 
second year.87 Miller’s studies had a profound impact on Alberta’s fish-
eries management. Because even a stream that appears “fished out” may 
have enough resident fish to out-compete with hatchery fry, Alberta 
managers began planting instead in lakes or only in streams where a 
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severe winter had killed off all resident trout.88 Moreover, in the 1950s, 
it was becoming apparent that the very idea of a stream being “fished 
out” was often related more to anglers failing to land fish rather than 
the reality of fish populations themselves. A stream might have a lot of 
trout, but the conditions are such that very few are caught, save small 
numbers by very skilled anglers. More commonly, a “fished out” stream 
contains a lot of small fish that have “become too wary and wise to 
be catchable.”89 The freeing of tens of thousands of fry and fingerling 
competitors into streams only complicated stream ecology, encouraged 
hybridization of native fish with exotics introduced alongside them, 
or perhaps simply changed a stream or river’s carrying capacity for its 
resident fish.90

More problematic in the long term, however, was the genetic mix-
ing that followed the introduction and survival of exotics in streams. 
The native bull trout had to fight for habitat with exotics, many of which 
were aggressive and adaptable. With their familiar waters staggering 
under the impact of forestry activity, ranch-related disturbances, es-
pecially soil erosion, and, on the Bow, hydroelectric damming, the 
bull trout was often pushed out of certain locations. It seems certain, 
now, that Bow River dams favoured the more adaptable German brown 
trout, which later introduced out-competed native species. Indeed, 
stream damming and diversions, which changed flow rates, rendered 
key bull trout and cutthroat spawning areas uninhabitable. Meanwhile, 
the cutthroat’s hybridization with introduced rainbow trout further 
imperilled that species in its native space.91

The upper reaches of the Red Deer River, once the haunt of the bull 
trout, similarly became a zone contested by new species. Elsewhere, the 
season dates worked against the bull trout’s chances for victory, as an-
glers waged an unofficial war on the fish, weeding it from streams as a 
pest. In 1930, the Canadian National Railway reported transporting 5.3 
million fry or eggs, including Loch Leven, German brown trout, and 
eastern brook trout, as well as rainbow trout, for deposit in likely a lot 
of bull trout territory. These were destined for Jasper National Park and 
foothills waters.92 Wherever the “nuisance” bull trout existed, other 
fall-spawning species were introduced as an alternative—varieties that 
were, in the opinion of many, an improvement on nature’s original 
design.
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Problems grew with these plantings, in large measure because 
they drew on a relatively simple understanding of streams and lakes 
as aquatic gardens into which a crop of fish could be planted, grown, 
and harvested by rod and reel. Ecological relationships were rarely con-
sidered or even perceived; instead, the main consideration was whether 
a particular stream or lake was good for angling. Some fish varieties 
were commonly seen as “weedy” or “coarse,” and some, such as those 
that were cannibalistic or predatory, were even referred to as “noxious.” 
For many angling enthusiasts, the logic was simple: clearing a river of 
the less preferred coarse varieties would leave more room for preferred 
ones. Others adopted a slightly more nuanced position, arguing that 
some coarse varieties were needed to provide a competitive environ-
ment to keep more sporty fish in “fighting” condition for the angler.93

Aquaculture programs had consequences that were never antici-
pated or even imagined. In addition to stream plantings, the Banff 
hatchery was responsible for the annual restocking of numerous 
lakes: Bruce, Crimson, Boyne, Hazelwood, Crowsnest, Big Iroquois, 
Sylvan, Ministic, Cooking, Hastings, Beaverhill, McGregor, Leedlaw, 
Fish, Jasper, and Little Vermilion as well as the lakes in the Stoney 
Reserve west of Calgary. By 1922, these lakes were being stocked with 
everything from rainbow to pickerel and lake trout.94 But key changes 
brought about by restocking were occurring at high altitude, in Rocky 
Mountain lakes. Many of these lakes, created during deglaciation tens 
of thousands of years ago, were originally empty of fish: they were 
oligotrophic environments, with very low levels of naturally occurring 
nutrients. Tourists arriving in the mountain park were disappointed to 
find many of these lakes barren of sporting opportunities. Many erro-
neously blamed railway construction crews for wiping out fish popula-
tions in these lakes.

In 1921, the superintendent of what was then known as Jasper 
Forest Park, S. Maynard Rogers—who had designed his administrative 
office to accommodate a fish hatchery in the basement—asked James 
B. Harkin, the commissioner of the Dominion Parks Branch, to take 
the “necessary steps” to stock glacial mountain streams and lakes with 
food suitable for fish to “prepare the way splendidly for the reception of 
fish fry at a later date.”95 R. T. Rodd, at the Banff hatchery, agreed on the 
need to stock these high-elevation lakes with fish. In 1922, Rogers ex-
perimented with introducing fish into Maligne Lake, admitting that the 
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limited food in its waters would likely stunt their growth, “but inferior 
growth would be better than none as Nature in time may supply the de-
ficiencies especially with the aid of a small start.”96 As hatchery output 
increased, many more high-elevation lakes were planted with moun-
tain whitefish, rainbow, and brook trout. To be sure, some of the lakes 
have never recovered from this unnatural intrusion. Fish introduced to 
oligotrophic waters probably disrupted their special zooplankton and 
crustacean communities and, in cases where the fish populations be-
came self-sustaining, continued to do so even after stocking programs 
were stopped. According to some studies, efforts to return lakes to their 
original state by removing the introduced fish have proven failures.97

The annual mixing of hatchery harvests each year also indelibly 
marked Alberta’s streams for the long term. Well suited to waters that 
were rapidly being altered by human development, the rainbow would 
live up to its reputation as a “fighting demon,” crowding the cutthroat 
out of its native haunts, as well as interbreeding with cutthroat to cre-
ate hybrids. Indeed, of the fourteen subspecies of cutthroat that once 
swam in Rocky Mountain waters, two (the yellowfin and Alvord) are 
now extinct, another (the Paiute) is endangered, and five more are 
threatened.98 In Alberta, as exotics introductions ramped up after the 
transfer of fisheries to the province, brook trout began out-competing 
cutthroat juveniles, while brown trout and lake trout also mercilessly 
preyed on native species, with the result that, over time, exotics have 
tended to displace or replace the native cutthroat. A 1996 study of the 
Bow River system in Banff National Park estimated that 36 percent of 
the original range of westslope cutthroat had already been occupied by 
rainbow.99 In a more recent, comprehensive report by the Committee 
on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) in 2016, 
the cutthroat’s status has become truly dire. In the Bow drainage, truly 
native cutthroat populations are “generally small and restricted to the 
extreme headwaters of a few major tributaries and upper mainstem, 
occupying less than 5% of the native range outside Banff National 
Park.”100 There are remnant populations in very high headwaters of 
the Spray and Cascade rivers, and in only three small tributaries of 
the Kananaskis River. There are some still found in the upper reaches 
of the Ghost River and a few of its tributaries. For all of the love and 
protection High River anglers devoted to safeguarding the Highwood’s 
cutthroat populations, they can now only be found high up in five 
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tributaries of the Elbow River, above the Forest Reserve boundary on 
the Highwood mainstem and a few, short sections of isolated reaches of 
a few of its tributaries. Within its native range, many of the Bow drain-
age’s subpopulations are, in fact, hybridized.101 Fisheries biologists now 
recognize the problem of trying to “balance” overfished waters with 
new varieties, especially in human-altered environments.102

All of this modified both nature and perceptions of nature. As 
quickly as fish ecologies and fish populations changed, so did the larger 
angling experience. What seemed at stake in hatchery work was not 
just fish, but fishing. The growing popularity of angling that relied on 
the use of an automobile brought with it a shift in the philosophy of 
fishing, one that transformed the ways in which anglers understood 
and interacted with nature and, in the process, the very relationship of 
human beings and fish themselves.



 
Hiawatha Brand Silk Line Reel, Jean Rozon Collection,  

Collection of Glenbow (8810), Photograph by George Colpitts.
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6
The Bow Fishery, Baitcasting, and 
Modern Camping in the Rockies

The streams of Rocky Mountains Park had long been popular with an-
glers from Calgary. By the mid-1920s, however, Banff was emerging 
as a mass tourist destination. Newcomers, most of whom arrived by 
car, brought with them new attitudes and expectations. They put un-
precedented pressure on local resources, including the Bow River and 
its lakes and tributaries. Many of these visitors had neither the financial 
means nor the time to engage in more than brief forays into nature. For 
the most part, they viewed the mountain landscape from a distance: 
for them, the wilderness was primarily a magnificent but static tableau 
that inspired a comforting sense of grandeur and peace. Many of these 
tourists also fished differently than locals did, and—given their ever-in-
creasing numbers and, as a result, their collective financial clout—their 
ways of interacting with nature mattered a great deal.

Perhaps no one could have fully anticipated the ways in which auto-
mobiles transformed the experience of nature in the western watersheds 
in the interwar years. In the parks of Alberta, as elsewhere, automobiles 
altered sensibilities, enlarged the range of possible pleasures, and drove 
new consumer demands, while also giving tourists a new independ-
ence of movement.1 But if automobiles individualized encounters with 
nature, they also mediated the experience through their technology. 
Tourists began to understand nature with the motions, sounds, and 
windshield optics of their cars.2 Meanwhile, the lucrative revenues to 
be won in the arrival of larger numbers of automobile travellers led to 
the commercialization of parks and an expanded array of services. In 
the environs of Banff, auto-driving tourists also forced park admin-
istrators to build new roads—in the end, falling back on the model of 
picturesque vistas, viewpoints cut here and there along the way, and 
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attractive, photo-ready curves.3 Ironically, then, the park itself encour-
aged an understanding of nature as something ornamental, a “wilder-
ness” panorama to be viewed in passing, while offering a different ex-
perience in angling, one favouring baitcasting.

Autotourism, Angling, and Banff
As early as 1907, automobile clubs in Calgary were forcing their entry 
into the Banff townsite, which at that point was still prohibiting ve-
hicular traffic. Even after 1911, when parks policy relaxed to allow auto-
mobiles in town, driving was completely prohibited after 11:00 p.m., 
and while cars were allowed on the streets, it was at a reduced speed—
even slower than the thirty miles per hour, the typical maximum cruis-
ing speed of early Model Ts.4 As they ventured outside town into the 
park itself, auto drivers again had little freedom, as they were restricted 
to the few cart trails suitable for traffic.5

 
FIGURE 6.1 

Fishing near Banff. Byron Harmon Fonds, V263/NA-448, Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies.
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But the road system and power capacity of automobiles expanded 
considerably during the war. In 1916, prisoners in the Castle Mountain 
and Cave and Basin Internment Camps built roads connecting Banff 
to the nearby mining town of Bankhead and to the thermal springs at 
the Cave and Basin. The following year, more roadway opened to Lake 
Minnewanka, located not far to the northeast of the town, and a portion 
of the Loop Drive was built. Shortly after the war, autos like the Ford 
Model A could cruise at fifty miles per hour, prompting improvements 
to the rather harrowing Tunnel Mountain hairpin turns. Already in 
1919, tourists could drive all the way to Johnston Canyon. Road build-
ing quickened. In 1921, the road from Banff to Lake Louise opened. 
Not that these thoroughfares were the smooth highways of today. In 
1921, Norman Luxton, writing in his Crag and Canyon, lamented the 
state of the roads and commented sardonically that Charlie McAulay, 
the general construction foreman at the park, was a greater evangelist 
than Billy Sunday: “The roads Charlie builds shakes more hell out of 
people than Sunday’s sermons.”6 All the same, in 1923, great fanfare 
accompanied the opening of the Banff–Windermere highway, and, by 
1926, roadsters could roar from Lake Louise all the way to Field, British 
Columbia, stopping to feed bears along the way.7

The tourist pump, though, had to be primed. In the early years of 
the automobile, it was mostly local traffic going into the park. As of 
1919, the roads linking Calgary and Banff to the lucrative American 
market in Montana were still very rough and full of detours and other 
interruptions, and most Americans remained completely unaware that 
Canada even had national parks. But James W. Davidson, president 
of the Calgary’s Good Roads Association, and other Calgary boost-
ers understood that the southern trail to Montana, completed in July 
1919, could whisk tourists from Glacier National Park to Calgary in a 
single day’s drive. Leaving early in the morning, one could stop “long 
enough en route to catch of mess of good-sized trout,” and still make 
it to Calgary in time for dinner.8 That “road,” however, was still only a 
trail, and it needed upgrading on the Canadian side of the border, as 
Davidson explained to parks commissioner James B. Harkin, point-
ing out that he had even found deep-pocketed Americans ready to give 
funds to see the route improved.9 As the Calgary Daily Herald reported, 
Davidson was also working south of the border to reassure tourists that 
Canadian parks beckoned them from Glacier (which, by 1919, hosted 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES144

about five thousand visitors annually). Closer to home, the paper noted 
that Davidson’s association was working with town councils to make 
the route better known and “less confusing”: evidently, many of the 
early American roadsters venturing into Canada managed to get thor-
oughly lost between Cardston and Calgary.10

In the end, Davidson’s efforts to promote visits to Canadian parks 
proved unnecessary. Roadways to Banff, whatever their condition, were 
wired through American good roads manuals and auto guidebooks 
into a continental network. Beginning in 1920, the “Banff to Grand 
Canyon Road,” some 2,200 miles, was well advertised in signs and 
pamphlets. Droves of intrepid visitors began arriving from the United 
States, lured northward in part by the attractive post-war currency 
exchange. Lethbridge and Fort Macleod competed fiercely to have the 
“Great Highway” from Glacier and Waterton built through their towns 
now that hundreds of Americans were leaving greenbacks in addition 
to their exhaust fumes on their way to Calgary and then to Banff.11 It 
helped that the Good Roads Association was affiliated with the Calgary 
Auto Club, whose vice-president was none other than trout angler and 
sportsman R. A. Darker.

Despite road networking, park administrators did not want to let 
autos run amok in mountain nature. Cars were initially banned by 
order-in-council in 1905. At the time of is construction, park super-
intendent Howard Douglas was intent on restricting the Calgary–Banff 
road to use by only horse-drawn coaches driven by tour operators.12 
Automobilists drove the road anyway on its completion in 1909.13 With 
her son Norman at the wheel, Lady Isabella Lougheed and her family 
(minus Sir James) were the very first to drive an auto to Banff over the 
road. The group packed extra fuel and a large food hamper, “for of 
course there were no restaurants on the way.” They bounced over ruts 
and through bogs. What a thrilling ride it was. One of the passengers 
remarked that they breezed “along wonderfully for the first ten miles. 
We had our hats tied on with a mile of veil. Norman wore big gauntlets 
and a driving cap with goggles. The motor veils streamed behind in the 
wind. It was wonderful: a lovely sight as we approached the Rockies.” 
But the police promptly impounded their car on its arrival to the Banff 
townsite, releasing it only when the motorists promised to return home. 
To cap the adventure on their way home, the Lougheeds’ roadster blew 
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a tire, left the road, and struck a tree. The group returned to Calgary by 
rail.14

The Calgary Good Roads Association was just as adamant on using 
the road, staging a group auto excursion to the townsite later in 1909, 
despite the law being against them. In 1911, they successfully pressed 
Frank Oliver, the minister of the Department of Interior, to lift the ban, 
albeit with the requirement that car owners park vehicles at the police 
barracks during their stay.15 But Calgarians promptly drove their “buzz 
wagons” everywhere in the townsite regardless.16 Parking restrictions 
were finally lifted in 1915 as J. B. Harkin, the park commissioner, began 
overseeing an ever-extensive road-building program. Drivers, however, 
could not do anything they liked. Norman Luxton (“Mr. Banff”) con-
tinued to complain of bylaws limiting driver freedoms, particularly 
when they could drive, and at what speed cars could travel. He attribut-
ed these bureaucratic decisions to a “public be damned” attitude, such 
as in 1921, when the superintendent ordered all the town’s main motor 
drives to be tarred at the same time, smack in the middle of tourist 
season.

All the same, Banff was in many ways created by the automobile. 
Growing auto traffic required the construction of service stations and 
auto garages, as well as restaurants and accommodations.17 For most 
automobile tourists, a campground was the accommodation of choice: 
a buck bought them thirty days of camping in the park. Although some 
of them preferred “random camping,” pitching their tent in a spot that 
appealed to them, many demanded properly organized campgrounds. 
In the early 1920s, Camp Rundle offered a ground in Banff alongside 
the Spray River. Registered campers were assigned small plots to pitch 
their tents.18 Tunnel Mountain’s campground, developed by architects 
in 1927, moved away from individual camping plots. Although Rundle’s 
grounds patched within a grid of roads that provided access to neces-
sary services, campers at Tunnel Mountain could pitch tent wherever 
they wanted and more in keeping with the idea of camping in nature, 
a tradition honoured well into the 1960s.19 None of these sites offered 
truly rustic camping. The “Campers’ Paradise” at Tunnel Mountain 
described by the Calgary Daily Herald had twenty dining shelters, ce-
ment cooking stoves and even electricity.20 Services there would “in-
duce tourists to linger longer than they first planned,” enjoying “every 
comfort and convenience that can be devised.”21 The numbers spoke for 
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themselves. In 1927, the newspaper reported Tunnel Mountain hosting 
6,017 vehicles and 21,620 campers.22

Tunnel Mountain’s planning, allowing campers the freedom to 
choose where, within the grounds, they wanted to pitch their tents, 
reflected J. B. Harkin’s overall approach to parks campgrounds. He 
was mindful of the line between resort tourism and genuine camping, 
and discouraged his mountain park managers from improving camp-
grounds too much and restricting those who, travelling by car, wanted 
to find spots around roadways where they preferred to tent. Policies 
continued to tolerate campers who squeezed between spots lining the 
roadway to Radium in the 1920s.23

Beyond the borders of Rocky Mountains Park, the Bow River valley 
quickly became a draw to automobilists. From Calgary, the road large-
ly followed the route of what is now Highway 1A, running through a 

 
FIGURE 6.2 

Fishing for trout in Lake Louise, 1894. V653 NA 72, Vaux Family fonds, Whyte 
Museum of the Canadian Rockies.
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landscape mediated by railway engineering, itself oriented to the Bow 
River. For much of its length, the Bow Valley is a wide and relatively 
level expanse, an expedient feature that attracted CPR surveyors in the 
first place. Running parallel to the rails, which required a gentle gra-
dient, the road was almost ideal—only occasionally a little hair-raising 
on its steeper sections. From a motorist’s perspective, the Banff road 
nestled in the valley’s spaciousness allowed the viewing of mountains 
rising at a comfortable distance. The topography envelops, rather than 
overwhelms, travellers. Even as the foothills give way to the first moun-
tains, the furl of valley complexes is far enough away that the austere 
slate peaks of the Rockies are incorporated—as thousands of snapshots 
attest—into a majestic scene, rather than towering over the passing 
traveller in frightening sublime. Roadsters enjoyed the meanderings of 
the Bow River, confident in their place in the world and not fearing for 
their lives by envisioning spills down roadside cliffs. Apart from the 
formidable gradient of the Cochrane hill, most of the Banff–Calgary 
trail, winding through the reserve lands of the Stoney Nation and the 
Seebe flats before skirting Lac des Arcs, offered a memorable portrait 
of forest vistas and the gentle roll of foothills, all rendered in a pleas-
ing palette of colours, with the true alpine peaks looming safely in the 
distance.24

The Bow was entirely open for angling amusements. The best con-
ditions on lakes and ponds, especially at Minnewanka, were early in 
the season, before the summer heat drove trout into the darkest reaches 
of the lakes and beyond the reach of most anglers. Trout rose early in 
the morning and, especially, during the moody changes of weather in 
the mountains. Violent storms often swept down the Bow Valley, but 
the rumble of thunder, the colonnaded black clouds closing off the val-
ley, and the mists clinging to the mountainsides were usually followed 
by shafts of sunlight piercing the haze to strike the valley floor. All of 
this played with the angler’s sensibilities. The sheer allure of fishing 
here drew a steady traffic of visitors through the Bow Valley to Tunnel 
Mountain and the Rockies beyond.

Since most traffic had to go through Calgary, the city served as a 
gateway and clearinghouse for the angling-camping craze. By 1923, the 
roadway to Calgary from the United States was bringing thousands 
of American tourists, who often stopped over in the city before the 
next leg of their trip to Banff. Calgary businessmen were aware that 
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American roadsters were in a position to choose where to go depending 
on the availability of campgrounds.25 They knew an opportunity when 
they saw it, quickly having the city build a camping spot in the most 
lucrative location possible, right in the middle of the sprawling city. The 
campground located on St. George’s Island, just east of Prince’s Island, 
was accessible by a small bridge. St. George generally served as the spot 
for trade union picnics and church socials. Well within the heart of the 
city, its campground presented what the Calgary Daily Herald described 
as an “exquisite little spot . . . sacred to motor gypsies.” Tables, shelters, 
benches, and stoves were provided, and, the Herald explained, “cars 
can be parked here indefinitely or permanent camping indulged in.” 
For the modern businessman, this was an ideal combination: a camper 
could feel “cut off from the world as if he were in the centre of a forest 
reserve, far, far from civilization,” while remaining conveniently situ-
ated “within elbow’s length of the telegraph and post office.” Sounding 
a remarkably global note, the paper added, “his business, thousands of 
miles away, is never entirely out of his reach . . . the pulse beat of ‘out-
side’ is never lost to him for a moment.”26

Urban Calgary intimately connected to the national park in a myr-
iad of ways. Geographically, the proximity of the park meant that many 
well-to-do Calgarians kept houses in Banff, and many more moved 
back and forth between the two communities throughout the summer. 
Many drove, even in the early days of motor travel. Lady Lougheed 
loved Banff. She kept her own home there, and it was said that the sea-
son had not truly started until her summer residence officially opened. 
Meanwhile, scores of Calgarians drove or took the express train that 
went into service at the start of July, with Calgary’s Morning Albertan 
often keeping track of the who’s who coming back and forth in its so-
ciety pages.27

In Banff, beginning on July 1—the opening of fishing season—tour-
ists lined the shores of the Bow and Lake Minnewanka to land their 
catches. Almost all of them drove to their casting spots. Minnewanka, 
by far the most popular angling destination, had been raised four feet 
in 1908 to improve navigation; in 1912, it was raised an additional 
twelve feet to provide water storage for the downstream hydroelectric 
generator that initially supplied power to the Banff townsite. Like the 
Bow a few decades later, Lake Minnewanka became a second nature, an 
artificially reconfigured version of the original.28 The dammed lake, in 
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turn, transformed the experience of tourists. Its peaceful waters were 
refilled annually with hatchery trout, a necessary procedure in view of 
the massive influx of tourists to the lake. At dawn, these ever-smaller 
trout—verging on juveniles, given the high turnover of the fish popu-
lation—jumped for the thick clouds of caddis and mayflies, the only 
disturbance to the morning serenity of the lake’s surface.

But there were still some big catches to be had in this jewel of the 
Rocky Mountains. Some of the granddaddies survived a few years, 
lurking in the dark depths of the lake. In 1923, a Minnewanka lake 
trout was landed weighing thirty-seven pounds—so big that it was 
immediately hauled to the Banff museum for display. Bagging this 
struggling giant—forty-two inches long and twenty-four inches in cir-
cumference—was no mean feat.29 All the same, by the early 1920s, most 
visitors contented themselves with modest catches. Long-time residents 
of the area were, of course, fond of telling stories about how good the 
fishing used to be. One Red Deer angler, heading to Minnewanka on 
the CPR in 1924, encountered an old-time curmudgeon who, “between 
tobacco clouds,” remembered when “seven or ten or fifty casts meant 
seven or ten or fifty rises of the biggest, bitingist most vigorous fish that 
ever lived; all cutthroats none less than a pound and a half.” True to 
form, the man concluded: “Them days was real fishin’.” The Red Deer 
visitor came to share the old geezer’s pessimism. Arriving to Banff, he 
immediately headed up the Bow to a promising spot, “with weapons 
rigged.” But the promise proved empty: “Feverishly and eagerly I cast. 
Then steadily and doggedly. Then slowly and sullenly.” He bagged only 
a single nine-inch trout and lost another on his line before night finally 
fell. Only the next day, after avoiding crowds and starting early, did the 
visitor land his catch: “Praise be to cord and rod and hook,” he wrote. 
He fought a hooked fish across the river’s width for some forty yards 
before landing “three pounds of sparkling, spotted cutthroat trout, 
twenty-three inches long.”30

In contrast to the Highwood, where there might always seem room 
for more anglers, Rocky Mountains Park waters became congested at 
key bustling points for tourists. What with the advent of automobiles, 
the river’s upper reaches now offered a veritable fast-food drive-in na-
ture experience, if not always a flawless one. In 1920, Calgary’s Morning 
Albertan recorded one group’s experience fishing Minnewanka. The 
anglers came armed with all kinds of bait, only to attract more than 
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fish: they wound up blistered by “some sixteen hundred mosquito 
bites.” One of them told his wife that he had “hooked a dandy trout” 
and was reeling it in when “a monster of a fish, a trifle smaller than a 
whale, bobbed up and swallowed the trout,” heartlessly stealing it from 
their table.31 That was one way to explain a bad day’s fishing. But be-
yond its disappointments, Minnewanka’s reputation continued to draw 
ever hopeful anglers annually. Trout, it was said, were so massive there, 
that when one was pulled up on the hook, Minnewanka’s water levels 
dropped three feet.32

Whatever proud catches awaited anglers in Minnewanka’s wat-
ers, it was, in the end, auto-driving anglers, coupled with the greater 
number of trout placed in streams and lakes, who shifted Albertans’ 
sensibilities about their wilderness places. As the hatchery facilities 
in Banff and then Waterton busily churned out fry, tourism surged, 
particularly toward the lodestone of the mountains to the west. As the 

 
FIGURE 6.3 

Minnewanka biggies, 1923, displayed in front of a Banff town café with weights 
inscribed on the photo. George Noble fonds, V469/1625, Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies.
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more refined anglers suspected would happen, the crushing numbers 
of tourists changed their sport entirely. A 1927 article in the Ottawa 
Citizen walked its readers through the various fishing options avail-
able at the time. There was the “still line” technique—dropping a line 
into the water by hand or from the end of a stick, as well as fly fishing, 
which required art and skill. The article suggested something between 
the two extremes: baitcasting. This also used a rod and a reel, but in 
place of delicately tied flies, it relied on an ever-increasing range of real 
and artificial (metal or rubber) baits. The rod was also shorter and thus 
easier to manage, as well as more readily portable: a baitcasting rod 
could easily be folded in half and stowed. With the weight of numbers 
in their favour, tourists often chose the simpler sport and stimulated 
the creation of a market for a dizzying “array of spinners of various siz-
es and shapes, with and without feathers partly concealing the hooks, 
pork rind baits, and a bewildering array of artificial minnows of all 
sizes, shapes, colors, and motions in the water.” However “fantastic” 
looking, each lure seemed to boast “a devoted following of admirers.”33

It was certainly the easier technique of baitcasting that appealed to 
tourists arriving by auto with only a few days to spend in wilderness—
most of them urbanites with only modicum angling skills. Quite apart 
from its ease, baitcasting was also versatile: it could be done from shore, 
from a bridge, from a boat, or from a dock or pier. It was not merely 
for kids only, then, that, early in July 1924, just as the season opened in 
the park, Banff’s Standish & Sons offered a “bamboo fishing pole, line, 
hook and sinker, the whole outfit,” for only thirty cents.34 Dave White 
& Co., another enterprise in town, offered steel rods for as little as $1.50, 
as well as “specially made bait for Minnewanka.”35 It was most com-
monly baitcasting equipment seized upon by anglers fishing without 
permits, usually consisting of “steel or common bamboo” rods worth, 
at most, twenty-five cents apiece.36 Not many baitcasters discriminated 
very carefully among the varieties of fish they were landing, if indeed 
they even knew them. Tourist fishers crammed themselves into boats 
or gathered in clumps on bridges and along riverbanks, keeping up a 
steady stream of conversation. Women and men mixed, snagged each 
other’s lines, and hilariously hooked nearby tree branches.

The transformation of the fishing experience related not only to 
the simple technique of rod-and-reel baitcasting but also to the lar-
ger camping experience. At least by 1917, the growing numbers of 
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automobile campers were forcing park administrators to encourage 
tourists to camp in organized grounds. That year, about a thousand 
autos were registered entering the eastern park gates at Exshaw, and 
the superintendent, Jack Clarke, reported an increase in “the number 
of camping parties at favourable points on the main roads, parties be-
ing able, without inconvenience, to carry all camping paraphernalia in 
their cars and make their quarters wherever the fancy seized them.”37 
Pitching one’s tent at random reflected the once-common pursuit of 
“woodcraft camping.” In the late nineteenth century, campers had tend-
ed to invade a section of woods, cut down trees, and start fashioning 
chairs, tables, and clotheslines, downright occupying the space—and, 
because they used horses and guides to get into their locations, they 
often stayed a long time. By the 1920s, the blunt force of automobile 
camping had made these “woodcraft” traditions impractical—a seren-
dipitous development, since, in the long term, this mode of camping 
would have devastated parks that, after all, were set aside to be free 
from human artifice and interference.38

Automobilists largely provided a solution to the problem of human 
impact. They carried all the camping paraphernalia they needed, load-
ing their autos with portable canvas tents, a “tick” sleeping bag stuffed 
with feathers (usually whiffing of kerosene), and an extra rubber tire 
to serve in the event of a flat. Automobilists carried nifty gear, like the 
$8.88 “waterproof” canvas tent, available in 1928, that could be clipped 
onto the side of an auto and opened on one side into the interior of the 
car. A large range of enamelled and nickel vacuum bottles and jugs to 
keep liquids fresh were on the market, as well as hatchets, axes, fold-
ing skillets, “auto spades,” portable folding cots with steel-reinforced 
hardwood frames, and no end of comforts prêt-à-porter. Auto camp-
ing was cheap, and the passenger and driver were self-sustaining and 
independent.39

These automobilists ultimately succeeded in taming, if not the wil-
derness itself, then the idea of “wilderness.” It was a place one visited, 
deliberately yet very selectively forgoing some of the comforts of home, a 
place from which one could easily escape, if need be. Whereas the great 
fly fishers spent hours in solitude, quietly contemplating nature and 
studying the behaviour of fish in their aquatic environments, auto-driv-
ing tourists hurried their visits to nature before often throwing their 
lines willy-nilly into the water to try their luck and then moving on.
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This change in sensibilities was summed up in the campground 
itself, laid out with an eye to separating campers while keeping them 
together. Where a traveller in the countryside “blissfully follows his 
inclination as to where he shall lay his head for the night,” he tended 
to opt for the convenience offered in campgrounds set aside for them 
by the various municipalities in Western Canada.40 In choosing spots 
along roadways, travellers tended to again bunch up with other travel-
lers at favourite spots, scenic places, and convenient points along the 
route. Organized campgrounds facilitated this gregariousness while 
also providing a measure of privacy and a sense of “home” ownership 
surrounded by scenic vistas. Describing Banff’s Camp Rundle, the Crag 
and Canyon opined that automobile tourists want “a real out and out 
camping ground where there is no danger of crowding on the other 
fellow’s lot and one gets the notion one is the sole proprietor of the 
earth.” Quite impressively, these independent tourists still bunched up 
together on the same grounds. How any of them found complete iso-
lation from the hundreds of others tenting around them was largely 
achieved only in their imagination.41

In the end, then, the very forces that concerned anglers farther 
downstream in the Bow River basin—growing throngs of tourists, 
the need for fish that would keep them happy, and the resulting pres-
sure on fisheries—came to define leisure fishing along the congested 
riverbanks and lakeshores of Rocky Mountains Park—and, indeed, 
Canada’s national parks in general. Propelling these changes was the 
automobile. Tourists in their speedier vehicles hurried through nature, 
temporarily occupying campgrounds to satisfy their needs and wishes, 
or finding spots alongside each other to fish streams along the road-
ways. Not surprisingly, these visitors preferred simpler baitcasting over 
fly fishing, and their sheer numbers meant that streams needed con-
stant restocking, to which park administrators and fisheries staff gave 
top priority. With the advent of baitcasting, the line between fishing 
as sport and fishing as recreational activity arguably hardened, with 
each representing a specific understanding of nature and the place of 
human beings in the landscape. Looking forward, one may argue that 
car-driving and baitcasting tourism fostered a new orientation toward 
nature that, since World War II, has prevailed in the truly crowded 
environments of national parks to the current day.



 
Fly Assembly, Boyce Collection, Collection of Glenbow (9222), 

Photograph by Francine Michaud.
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Conclusion

In 1928, a new, pan-provincial organization, the Alberta Fish and Game 
Association, effectively brought together Calgary and Edmonton asso-
ciations and the many town clubs scattered across the province. In its 
subsequent history, the association has gone a long way toward creat-
ing a single, coherent voice for anglers and hunters in the province. Its 
clout was felt in issues pertaining to fish and game conservation in the 
Eastern Slopes region that emerged during the difficult drought and 
economic downturn of the 1930s. By this time, baitcasting had grown 
in popularity, and fish conservation had likewise evolved. This book 
has examined earlier efforts in conservation. Before resources were 
transferred to Alberta in 1930, anglers in communities up and down 
the Eastern Slopes worked with the federal government to save their 
fish. Albertans took up fishery causes, drove hatchery fry to tributaries, 
added their names to petitions to demand changes to season dates, or 
rose as whole communities to have streams closed or opened, in re-
sponse to perceived changes in fishing conditions in their local streams 
and lakes.

Many of these angler-conservationists practiced fly-fishing, an art 
that demanded an intimate knowledge of stream environments. That 
does not discount the experiences of other fishers. As master angler 
and writer Jim McLennan explained, “any method of angling will to a 
greater or lesser degree provide the thrill that comes from being con-
nected to a wild, fighting fish.” But he pointed out that for himself, “the 
real objective of fishing is an understanding of what is going on in the 
fish’s world, and fly-fishing is simply the most entertaining means of 
furthering that understanding.”1 “My desire to understand the fish’s 
world, of course, is presumptuous, for such understanding is never 
complete and therefore never certain.”2
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Fly fishers in the Eastern Slopes, like those elsewhere, certainly 
gained a depth of knowledge of how fish rested, fed, rose, and chased 
insects above or prey below the water’s surface; fishers perceived the 
effects of ambient air and water temperatures, and they knew a stream 
in sunlight or shade. Tying dry and wet flies for specific circumstances 
required patience, knowledge, and experience acquired only through 
close observation of fish behaviour. Even the solitary art of casting 
engaged the senses of the participant in relation to the fish’s realm. 
Accomplished fly fishers of the period, such as those in the High River 
Angling Protective Association, finely trained their attention to the 
natural world: High River folk knew, and appreciated, the Highwood 
River very well, and they sought to defend it accordingly.

The onslaught of automobile tourism shattered the quiet of their 
streams, and the pressure of urban-based recreationists transformed 
angling dramatically. Many a tourist in park settings fished clumsily 
and was largely indifferent to the fish species they landed. They bare-
ly appreciated the debates firing conservation of cold-water trout: the 
introduction of exotics, season dates that would variously protect or 
endanger the native cutthroat, wars against species deemed undesir-
able, and so on. These anglers camped alongside their vehicles. They 
geared up from wages or salaries earned in economies very different 
from the natural one in which they fished on weekends and holidays.

Fundamental tensions always existed between rural and urban an-
glers about access to streams and about the kind of fish that should 
swim within them. In Calgary, anglers were divided over what kind of 
sport to preserve. Among purists, the cutthroat, at least initially, reigned 
supreme in the interests of anglers. Frank Kemish wanted a later start 
to the fishing season to preserve that trout, and he believed that throw-
ing open a tourist-pleasing earlier season would only undermine the 
finest and the most “natural” fishery in the mountain watersheds. But 
Calgary business interests and, eventually, numerous anglers up and 
down the Eastern Slopes grew impatient with cutthroat. In Calgary, 
city anglers concerned by the growing competition for fish among 
human predators, and envious of the browns and brookies already 
transplanted into American mountain streams, demanded German, 
Scottish, and Ontario species of trout to replenish their waters. They 
were more than happy—in fact zealous—to live in a second nature of 
their own making.
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Not everyone agreed. High River anglers thought that excessive 
meddling with nature was a dangerous path to tread. They pragmat-
ically ceded to rainbow introductions on the Highwood because it 
was really the only fish available to them in hatchery production af-
ter World War I. But they remained ardent cutthroat preservationists. 
Then again, in their efforts to preserve cutthroat, High River’s anglers 
imposed their own idea about the river and likely a distorted view of 
its history. They believed that the Highwood had been a pristine, abun-
dant cutthroat stream and that mountain whitefish and coarse species 
were overrunning it in real time. Maybe they were. Or maybe in the 
tumult of mass angler tourism in the 1920s, their own catches were 
changing, and the river simply looked different to them. In such cir-
cumstances, old-timers could swear they were seeing an invasion of 
coarse fish, bull trout, and mountain whitefish in the Highwood water-
shed. To them, restoring the river required weeding out coarse fish, 
controlling mountain whitefish populations, and culling bull trout, all 
fish in fact indigenous to the same waters. The fundamental challenge 
facing conservationists was that human activity changed the environ-
ment. Likely their own conservation efforts, including stream hatchery 
plantings, did too. Restoring nature to a theoretical trout purity could 
be achieved only through human persistence, including the imposition 
of new regulations, a lot of culling work, and supercharged hatchery 
production. Arguably, there was nothing “natural” about the ends and 
means of early cutthroat preservation efforts.

Indeed, “Nature” itself was undergoing revision before and during 
the progressive conservation era. The accumulated weight of even in-
cremental environmental change in the pioneer world was very early 
revising the ecological integrity of Alberta’s lakes and waterways. As 
biologist and angler Lorne Fitch reminds us, change “happens slowly, 
insidiously and cumulatively.” It was, he points out, “a series of seem-
ingly innocuous compromises made over the health of the watersheds 
trout rely on” that nearly exterminated the cutthroat.3 Irrigation ditch-
es were built, and new varieties of weeds exploded in them; sewage was 
dumped into rivers, boosting biotic productivity and changing fish in 
nature. As Fitch stresses elsewhere, changes in the landscape and in fish 
abundance were evident early in the pioneer environment. Native spe-
cies, including the bull trout, dropped in number as pioneer develop-
ments, railway construction, quarrying, coal mining, and irrigation 
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works in areas such as the Crowsnest made steady inroads into local 
flora and fauna and altered the ecology of the worlds through which 
fish swam.4

Many angler-conservationists were thus struggling to protect fish 
in a natural world in upheaval around them, and they worked hastily as 
river environments were taken up among competing land uses and eco-
nomic pursuits. Aside from changes in habitat that threatened certain 
species, however, the drive for conservation was (and still is) fuelled as 
much by human priorities. Just what anglers sought to conserve de-
pended, in large measure, on what they valued in a world that they 
themselves were transforming. A fisher in the lower reaches of the Bow 
basin would have been happy to land what the High River folk were 
anxious to rid from their own streams. That the bull trout still swims in 
Alberta waters—albeit precariously with a highly threatened status—is 
something of a miracle of piscine history. Not many Albertans at the 
time believed it was even a trout. Today, when fishery policies aim to 
protect the bull trout and cutthroat, finding a suitable home for them 
is a challenge. Many mountain waters are so fundamentally changed 
ecologically that hands are often tied. Native fish have been overrun by 
brook trout and other introduced species after the 1950s to the point 
that, in Alberta, culling programs have been directed to remove the 
interlopers—fish so prized by anglers in the 1920s.5

The point of this book is not to condemn the struggle of well-mean-
ing conservationists who turned to numerous remedies—including 
the introduction of exotics—to strike a balance between preservation 
and use. Nor is it to champion a view that looks back at the 1920s as 
the halcyon days when local anglers pulled a lot of weight in forming 
fishing regulations. As this book has made clear, Ottawa and its ap-
pointed experts and managers in Alberta provided a critical balance 
to the views of anglers. The fisheries commissioner, Edward Prince, 
knew current specialized aquatic science very well. He put a firm brake 
on exotics introductions, at least the sportier species many newcom-
er Albertans, especially from the United States, wanted freed in their 
Southern Albertan fishing grounds. The federal appointee R. T. Rodd 
gained a form of expertise eluding anglers in their sport. Supervising 
the gurgling water troughs at the Banff hatchery, Rodd knew fish cul-
ture, species characteristics, and fish spawning season dates probably 
better than anyone at the time. Later in his inspection work, Rodd had 
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the time and public funding to closely study steams near and far from 
the Banff hatchery and gain impressive knowledge across many water-
sheds. That expertise proved essential when Rodd had to strike com-
promises in policy to meet the demands of very different communities 
up and down the Eastern Slopes, communities he ultimately counted 
on to see that all anglers abided by regulations. The significance of early 
fish conservation is that it reveals how fishers, many of them having wit-
nessed the comparative abundance offered in early streams, discerned 
how quickly nature could be depleted around them. This realization 
became crystal clear to individuals like R. A. Darker in Calgary, Mark 
Drumm in Frank, and E. T. Saunders in Pincher Creek in the first dec-
ade of the century. By World War I, anglers such as John Kerr worked 
hard to control waste with the full knowledge that, without regulation 
and intervention at a community level, a local resource would be lost. 
At a time when the new province was promoted for its resource super-
abundance to prospective town and city developers, investors, land 
companies, and farmers, anglers understood a sobering reality earlier 
than a lot of other early Albertans did. Knee-deep in the province’s 
cold-water streams, they knew that nature could become unbalanced, 
quickly depleted, or worse.

Moreover, the infighting, controversies, and divergent opinions in 
the early conservation movement reveal the broad range of responses 
and adjustments within a pioneer society confronting significant and 
rapid change. Early conservationists rarely shared a single conceptual-
ization of nature or necessarily agreed on what, exactly, should be con-
served, and why. A striking element in this story, nevertheless, is the 
close engagement of Albertans with their natural world in the 1920s. 
When, in the late 1920s, Dave Blacklock counselled High River folk to 
“guard your tributaries,” the closure movement he supported prevented 
High River anglers, as much as outsiders, from fishing in areas believed 
to be the ultimate sources of their wealth. Their numerous campaigns, 
and probably their own forbearance on streams like Flat, Sullivan, and 
Pekisko Creeks, was perhaps only possible because of the close rap-
port and inestimable respect High River citizenry had gained for the 
river running through their town. Communities of anglers conserved 
that which they valued. As McLennan pointed out, quoting one of the 
pioneers of modern American fish conservation considered the father 
of catch-and-release, Lee Wuldff, “A river that is only fished by a few 



TROUBLED TRIBUTARIES160

people, under attack by pollution or something else, doesn’t have de-
fenders. But a river that is loved and used by a great many people has a 
great many defenders and great strength.”6

That should raise a host of questions for Albertans who now see 
tributaries carrying different wealth and fishing holes of a different sort 
attracting capital and resource developers. The interwar generation 
saw some of the most dramatic environmental transformations in the 
history of the province. The changes to landscape and its imagination 
in the age of the automobile, the impatient emphasis on “success” in 
fishing common among tourists, the thoughtless behaviour of motor-
ists riding roughshod over river fronts, leaving a trail of garbage be-
hind them: all epitomize attitudes that have become commonplace in 
our own era of super-consumerism, higher-speed automobiles, quad 
sports excursions, and increasingly hectic lifestyles prompting urban 
“recreation” in the out of doors. Undoubtedly, the mass tourism emer-
ging in the 1920s laid down elements of a society increasingly—and, 
today, often completely—disengaged from “nature” and from issues 
of conservation. This is surely a loss, given that now, more than ever, 
Albertans need to give greater attention to the sustainability and en-
vironmental integrity of their resource-rich province. The great chal-
lenge for scientific managers in the present is to animate what are called 
“citizen science” initiatives, that is, programming reminding Albertans 
of human–nature relationships, down to the community level, these to 
prompt them to act thoughtfully and respectfully in their very complex 
river ecosystems.

Of course, history leaves its legacy. When Benga Mining Ltd. sought 
approval for its Grassy Mountain Coal Project in the Crowsnest Pass 
from a joint review panel of the federal Department of Environment 
and Climate Change and the Alberta Energy Regulator in 2016, the 
public hearings that followed in 2020 and 2021 provided community 
leaders and scientific experts an opportunity to express their keen 
concerns for the proposal. Beyond the mine’s larger environmental im-
pacts, panellists heard from scientists who pointed out the precarity of 
the subspecies of cutthroat native to Alberta, now occupying less than 
20% of its historic range in the province. Mining would threaten critic-
al cutthroat habitat in Gold Creek as well as Blairmore Creek—some 
of the last remaining in the province—while adversely affecting the 
Crowsnest River, the Oldman River, and the South Saskatchewan River. 
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The “significant environmental effects on westslope cutthroat trout and 
their aquatic habitat” figured importantly in the report.7 It perhaps is 
no surprise that, in 2022, when the Alberta government announced 
support for coal mining leases to such ecologically sensitive moun-
tain areas, High River became the first municipality in the province 
to endorse a policy to ban new coal exploration and development.8 The 
municipality joined the efforts of First Nations, ranchers, hunters, and 
anglers concerned not only by the immediate environmental degrada-
tion promised in expanded coal mining, but how it would affect water 
flowing and the health of streams in Alberta. The same communities 
reacted to renewed applications for upper tributary forest clearcutting.

If current-day environmental debates reveal anything, it is the deep 
roots of riverside conservation in Alberta. Plainly, as in the past, today’s 
questions about resource use in the Eastern Slopes underline the fact 
that each river needs its advocates, each stream its defenders. Any an-
gler in the 1920s would have understood this very evident truth.
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� is book is a must read for conservationists, biologists, anglers, 
and especially politicians who make decisions about trout 
conservation today.

—Lorne Fitch, author of Streams of Consequence 
and Conservation Con� dential

Troubled Tributaries tells a prescient tale disturbingly like the 
current state of trout conservation in Alberta. 

—Bruce Masterman, author of One Last Cast: 
Re� ections on an Outdoor Life

Anglers knee-deep in Alberta’s mountain streams a� er the First World 
War understood that there was something wrong. Coal mining, forest-
ry, and irrigation were industrializing landscapes. Roads and railways 
brought unprecedented numbers of people to remote � shing grounds. 
Once home to abundant runs of cutthroat, mountain white� sh, and bull 
trout, the Bow, Highwood, and Oldman Rivers, and their many high 
mountain tributaries, were in crisis. 

Up and down the Eastern Slopes, anglers rallied to defend their water-
sheds. � e ensuing � sh � ghts were not peaceful. Deep disagreement on 
tributary closures, open season dates, environmental protection, regu-
lation and enforcement raged among � shers. But despite their disputed 
viewpoints, Alberta’s anglers agreed to advocate � ercely for the conserva-
tion of their rivers and streams. 

Troubled Tributaries reveals for the � rst time the work—and the contro-
versy—of � sheries conservation in the Eastern Slopes of Alberta’s Rocky 
Mountains from 1900 to 1930. It is a story of passion and commitment, of 
the struggle to balance nature’s use and preservation, and of people com-
ing together even when divergent viewpoints threatened to break them 
apart. � is is the story of the � rst round in the great � ght to save Alberta’s 
western trout kingdoms. 

GEORGE COLPITTS is a professor of History specializing in environmental 
history at the University of Calgary. He is the author of Game in the Garden and 
Pemmican Empire. 
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