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T h i s p r o j e c t was d e s i g n e d t o e x p l o r e the t r a d i t i o n a l use o f a 
p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t e c h n i q u e by n a t i v e people i n the F t . S m i t h -
F t . F i t z g e r a l d a r e a . P r e v i o u s r e s e a r c h i n n o r t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a 
had demonstrated t h a t r e s i d e n t Beaver, S l a v e and Cree peoples had 
used p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the e a r l y p a r t o f the I 9 0 0 * s t o enhance 
the p r o d u c t i v i t y and p r e d i c t a b i l i t y o f y i e l d o f many o f t h e i r 
r e s o u r c e s , b o t h p l a n t and a n i m a l (Ferguson 1 9 7 9 ; Lewis 1 9 7 7 ; 1 9 8 2 a ) . 

S i m i l a r r e s u l t s from the Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park a r e a were 
e x p e c t e d t o c o n t r i b u t e t o the U n i v e r s i t y o f New Brunswick F i r e 
S c i e n c e C e n t e r ' s f i r e management p r o j e c t t h rough the documentation 
o f one i m p o r t a n t a n t h r o p o g e n i c f a c t o r i n the f i r e and v e g e t a t i o n 
h i s t o r y o f t h e a r e a . 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y enough, the r e s u l t s o f t h i s r e s e a r c h a re not as 
a n t i c i p a t e d . The a p p l i c a t i o n o f the p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t e c h n i q u e 
i n the n o r t h e a s t e r n Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park a r e a was a p p a r e n t l y 
much more r e s t r i c t e d t h a n t h a t d e f i n e d f o r n o r t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a i n 
the same time p e r i o d . The f o l l o w i n g d i s c u s s i o n w i l l , f i r s t , o u t l i n e 
b r i e f l y the f i n d i n g s from NW A l b e r t a which c o n s t i t u t e d the expected 
f i n d i n g s f o r t h i s o r o j e c t ; s econd, d e s c r i b e the methods used and the 
r e s u l t s o f t h i s r e s e a r c h i n NE A l b e r t a ; and t h i r d , d i s c u s s some o f 
o f the f a c t o r s w h i c h may account f o r the d i f f e r e n c e s i n the ethno
g r a p h i c d a t a from t h e s e two a r e a s o f n o r t h e r n A l b e r t a . 

B a c k g r o u n d : The N o r t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a Research 

T h i s b r i e f d i s c u s s i o n ; i s drawn from the f o l l o w i n g sources t o wh i c h 
r e a d e r s i n s e a r c h o f an e x p a n d e d ' ' e x p l i c a t i o n s h o u l d r e f e r (Ferguson 
1 9 7 9 ; t e w i s 1 9 7 7 ; 1 9 8 2 a ; ; 1 9 8 2 b j Lewis and Ferguson 1 9 8 8 ) . N a t i v e 
p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n n o r t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a i n the e a r l y 1 9 0 0 * s 
as documented through i n f o r m a n t r e c a l l , conformed t o a 'yard and 



c o r r i d o r * p a t t e r n . Y a r d s , such as hay meadows and f o r e s t openings; 
and c o r r i d o r s such as t r a i l s , t r a p l i n e s , stream and l a k e edges were 
m a i n t a i n e d i n an open, e a r l y s u c c e s s i o n a l stage by t h e use o f f i r e . 
The r e s u l t i n g young growth o f g r a s s e s and v e g e t a t i v e s u c k e r s i n 
th e s e a r e a s a t t r a c t e d h e r b i v o r e s , both the l a r g e r game such as moose 
and the s m a l l e r h e r b i v o r e s such as hare and mice. These s m a l l e r 
h e r b i v o r e s i n t u r n a t t r a c t e d f u r - b e a r e r s such as l y n x , f o x and w o l f . 
N a t i v e i n f o r m a n t s commented on the good p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n o f 
an i m a l s h a r v e s t e d i n these areas and on t h e i r own i n c r e a s e d c e r t a i n t y 
o f t a k i n g game i f t h e y hunted o r trapped i n these a r e a s . 

S e t t l e m e n t a r e a s , a l s o a fo c u s o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g , were a 
s p e c i a l k i n d o f y a r d . I n t h i s c o n t e x t the use o f f i r e was d i r e c t e d 
a t r e d u c i n g summer f i r e h a z a r d and i n s e c t p o p u l a t i o n s ; a t p r o v i d i n g 
f i r e w o o d , b e r r y i n g a r e a s and a p l e a s i n g , g r a s s y ambiance; and as a 
f i r s t s t e p i n e s t a b l i s h i n g v e g e t a b l e gardens. In a d d i t i o n , f r e s h 
f o r a g e f o r t h e community's ho r s e s was p r o v i d e d by p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g 
b o th w i t h i n the community and i n the hay meadows s u r r o u n d i n g the 
community. 

The s e a s o n a l i t y o f b u r n i n g was the c r u c i a l c o n t r o l e x e r c i s e d o v e r 
f i r e b e h a v i o u r . B u r n i n g i n the s p r i n g o r i n the f a l l ensured a 
l i g h t i n t e n s i t y f i r e and took advantage o f a s i t u a t i o n where wet 
f u e l s i n the bush (due t o p e r s i s t i n g snow) would a c t as a f i r e 
b r e a k f o r t h e f i r e on the d r i e r f u e l s o f the open a r e a . On any 
p a r t i c u l a r day, the d e c i s i o n t o b u m would be i n f l u e n c e d by an 
e v a l u a t i o n o f wind speeds and d i r e c t i o n , h u m i d i t y and f u e l c o n d i t i o n s . 

The s i z e and k i n d o f a r e a t o be burned would d e t e r m i n e w h ether the 
f i r i n g w ould be a c c o m p l i s h e d i n s e v e r a l s t a g e s o r n o t . On l a r g e 
hay meadows, f o r i n s t a n c e , a p a r t i a l burn one day would s e r v e as a 
f u e l - b r e a k f o r a f i r e s e t s e v e r a l days l a t e r . A d e a d f a l l a r e a i n 
the bush might be burned out o v e r s e v e r a l y e a r s . 



The f r e q u e n c y o f a p p l i c a t i o n o f f i r i n g was a l s o p e r c e i v e d as 
i m p o r t a n t i n a c h i e v i n g c e r t a i n g o a l s . One l i g h t i n t e n s i t y f i r i n g 
would s t i m u l a t e aspen s u c k e r i n g . Used e v e r y few y e a r s i n any 
p a r t i c u l a r s p o t i n the bush t h i s k i n d o f f i r e c r e a t e d good f o r a g e 
f o r b r o w s e r s . However, a n n u a l f i r i n g would k i l l o f f aspen. Annual 
b u r n i n g , t h e n , was an i m p o r t a n t s t r a t e g y i n p r e v e n t i n g aspen i n v a s i o n 
on hay meadows. 

In summary, i n o r d e r t o a c h i e v e c e r t a i n e n v i r o n m e n t a l e f f e c t s , 
n a t i v e p e o p l e s o f n o r t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a m a n i p u l a t e d the f a c t o r s o f 
f i r e l o c a t i o n , f i r e i n t e n s i t y and f i r e f r e q u e n c y . T h i s t e c h n i q u e 
i n c r e a s e d t h e p r o d u c t i v i t y and p r e d i c t a b i l i t y o f the y i e l d o f 
r e s o u r c e s i m p o r t a n t t o t h e i r economy. 

The Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park Research? The E t h n o g r a p h i c F i n d i n g s 

T h i s r e s e a r c h was c a r r i e d out i n the summers o f I 9 8 5 and I 9 8 6 i n 
c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h o t h e r a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l s t u d i e s i n the F t . S m i t h -
F t . F i t z g e r a l d a r e a (see Map 1 ) . A number of Cree-Chipewyan people 
were i n t e r v i e w e d about p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g but u l t i m a t e l y the 
g r e a t e s t r e l i a n c e was p l a c e d upon two i n f o r m a n t s , b o t h o f whom were 
i n t e r e s t e d i n h i s t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n s and were r e c o g n i z e d by o t h e r s i n 
the community as e x c e l l e n t s o u r c e s o f h i s t o r i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n . 

There i n t e r v i e w p d e f i n e d a p a t t e r n o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g w h i c h was 
r e s t r i c t e d almost e x c l u s i v e l y t o s e t t l e m e n t a r e a s . There were 
t h r e e m a j o r s e t t l e m e n t s i n t h i s a r e a i n the e a r l y p a r t o f t h i s 
c e n t u r y . S a l t R i v e r S e t t l e m e n t and F o r t F i t z g e r a l d were the c e n t e r s 
o f most o f the p o p u l a t i o n . F o r t Smith a t t h i s time was v e r y s m a l l , 
e s s e n t i a l l y a depot f o r the p o r t a g e around the r a p i d s i n t h e S l a v e 
R i v e r . The emphasis i n i n f o r m a n t s * statements was on the use o f 
s p r i n g b u r n i n g t o c l e a n up these s e t t l e m e n t s and t o p r o v i d e hay 
f o r the h o r s e s and c a t t l e . Two i n t e r i o r s e t t l e m e n t s , S u c k e r Creek 
and C o n i b e a r Lake, were i d e n t i f i e d as c e n t e r s o f t r a p p i n g a c t i v i t y 
f o r F t . S m i t h and F t . F i t z g e r a l d people. These i n t e r i o r s e t t l e m e n t s 
were o c c u p i e d o n l y f o r the w i n t e r t r a p p i n g season. Informants spoke 
o f l e a v i n g them f o r t h e l a r g e r s e t t l e m e n t s w h i l e the snow was s t i l l 





on the ground. These i n t e r i o r s e t t l e m e n t s , t h e n , were not burned. 

Some v a r i a b i l i t y i n the e x t e n t o f a r e a burned around the s e t t l e m e n t s 
d i d e x i s t . I n F t . S m i t h and the S a l t R i v e r S e t t l e m e n t p r e s c r i b e d 
b u r n i n g was a p p a r e n t l y c a r r i e d out o n l y i n the s e t t l e m e n t i t s e l f . 
I n f o r mants p o i n t e d out t h a t the horses w i n t e r e d on the S a l t P l a i n s 
and t h e s e p r a i r i e s p r o v i d e d f e e d w i t h o u t b e i n g burned. I n c o n t r a s t , 
t h e a r e a around F t . F i t z g e r a l d Wherein s m a l l hay meadows were main
t a i n e d by f i r i n g extended t o about a t h r e e m i l e r a d i u s from the 
s e t t l e m e n t and i n c l u d e d Ryan's I s l a n d i n the S l a v e R i v e r . Ryan's 
I s l a n d (see Map 2 ) was f o r m e r l y known as ' K l o ' nuay' o r 'Hay I s l a n d * . 
Mao 2 r e p r e s e n t s p a r t o f a 1 9 2 7 map o f t h i s a r e a w h i c h i n c l u d e s some 
v e g e t a t i o n a l d e s c r i p t i o n . About h a l f o f Ryan's I s l a n d i s d e s c r i b e d 
as v e r y l i g h t l y o r n o t ti m b e r e d . The v e g e t a t i o n o f t h e a r e a between 
F t . F i t z g e r a l d and the c h a i n o f l a k e s t o the west i n which s c a t t e r e d 
hay meaaowF were m a i n t a i n e d by b u r n i n g i s d e s c r i b e d as r a n g i n g from 
gras s / w e t meadows t o ' p a r t l y open* t o 'mostly t i m b e r e d ' . 

A l t h o u g h t h e a r e a l e x t e n t o f b u r n i n g was r e s t r i c t e d , i t i s i m p o r t a n t 
to s t r c c s t h a t i n f o r m a n t s were q u i t e aware o f c r i t i c a l a s p e c t s o f 
the p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t e c h n i q u e s as used i n the maintenance o f hay 
meadows: 

We burned the meadows t o keep them c l e a r o f p o p l a r , e v e r y 
s p r i n g w h i l e t h e r e was s t i l l snow i n the bush. I f you're 
b u r n i n g p o p l a r , what you b u r n one y e a r w i l l d r y up and 
then you burn the n e x t and i t s a l l gone. But we had t o 
s t o p , b e f o r e I was 2 0 even. I was out w i t h the men the 
l a s t t i m e t h e y burned t h a t Ryan's I s l a n d . 

(Chipewyan male i n f o r m a n t , b. 1 9 0 9 ) 

Even men o f the younger g e n e r a t i o n were aware o f the p r i n c i p l e s 
behind n r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g a l t h o u g h not a l l o f t h e i r knowledge 
n e c e s s a r i l y d e r i v e d from t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge. Some spoke o f 
exp e r i m e n t s which t h e y would l i k e t o t r y i n c e r t a i n hay meadow 
a r e a s . They emphasized the s e a s o n a l i t y o f the burn as the major 
c o n t r o l on the f i r e w a n d t h e y o u t l i n e d the s t r a t e g y o f p r o c e e d i n g 
i n s t a g e s so t h a t e a r l i e r burns s e r v e d as f i r e - b r e a k s . 



Map 2. Wood B u f f a l o P ark, 1927; P o r t i o n o f 
R / 1 - 1 8 / Sheet 5. C o u r t e s y o f N a t i o n a l 
Map C o l l e c t i o n , P u b l i c A r c h i v e s o f Canada. 



D e s p i t e t h i s f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the t e c h n i q u e s o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g , 
i n f o r m a n t s were q u i t e adamant t h a t p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g was not used 
i n the bush t o c r e a t e h a b i t a t f o r game anim a l s o r f u r - b e a r e r s n o r 
t o m a i n t a i n t r a i l . There i s , n o n e t h e l e s s , one r e f e r e n c e t o the use 
o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g away from the main s e t t l e m e n t areas w h i c h does 
not have a p a r a l l e l i n NW A l b e r t a . T h i s i n v o l v e s the b u r n i n g o f 
g r a s s i n s p r i n g c a m p s i t e s t o d i s c o u r a g e snakes. 

G a r t e r snakes (Thamnophis s i r t a l i s ) a r e common i n t h e S a l t P l a i n s 
a r e a n e a r the escarpment. The Chipewyans a p p a r e n t l y h e l d snakes i n 
d i s g u s t and i n the p a s t made i t a p r a c t i s e t o burn o f f the g r a s s i n 
t h e i r s p r i n g f i s h i n g camp on the S a l t R i v e r t o d i s c o u r a g e them: 

They used t o burn around t h a t f i s h camp a t the b r i d g e 
because o f the snakes. That p l a c e i s j u s t c r a w l i n g 
w i t h snakes so t h e y would burn i t o f f . I guess the 
snakes don't l i k e t o c r a w l through t h a t s t u b b l e . A l s o , 
t h e y would put a rope around the t e n t because th o s e 
snakes don't l i k e g o i n g o ver rope. I guess i t s rough, 
l i k e t h e s t u b b l e . Anyways, they'd burn t h a t p l a c e and 
then s e t up t h e i r t e n t s on the burnt ground. 

(Chipewyan male i n f o r m a n t , b. I 9 0 9 ) 

T h i s i n f o r m a n t was s p e a k i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y o f the t r a d i t i o n a l f i s h i n g 
camp on the S a l t R i v e r a t the n o r t h e r n T S ^ r o s s i n g o f t l i e Loop 
poad (see Map 1 ) . There i s a n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t s p r i n g f i s h i n g 
s i t e on the S a l t R i v e r i n the M i s s i o n Farm a r e a where the S a l t R. 
t u r n s n o r t h and f l o w s away from the escarpment. G a r t e r snakes were 
a l s o common t h e r e and i t would be a l o g i c a l i n f e r e n c e t h a t t h e s e 
c a m p s i t e s were f i r e d as w e l l . In c o n t r a s t , a s m a l l s p r i n g f i s h i n g 
s i t e much f u r t h e r up the S a l t R. and away from the g a r t e r snake 
a r e a was n o t burned. 

A s i d e from t h i s i n s t a n c e , the p a t t e r n o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g d e l i n e 
a t e d e t h n o g r a p h i c a l l y f o r t h i s a r e a f o c u s s e d on s e t t l e m e n t a r e a s 
w h i c h the people c o n s i d e r e d t h e i r major home base. T h i s c o n c l u s i o n 
i s s u p p o r t e d , o r a t l e a s t not r e f u t e d , by m a t e r i a l from an unpub
l i s h e d s t u d y on the use o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the A t h a b a s c a 
D e l t a - B i r c h Mountains a r e a t o the s o u t h (P.A. McCormack, n e r s . 
comm ) Dr McCormack*s d a t a on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g f o c u s s e d on 



•bush s e t t l e m e n t s ' and a s s o c i a t e d hay meadows. Al t h o u g h the l o c a l 
s u b s i s t e n c e - s e t t l e m e n t system appears t o be somewhat d i f f e r e n t from 
t h a t e n c o u n t e r e d i n t h e F t . F i t z g e r a l d a r e a , these 'bush s e t t l e m e n t s ' 
were c o n s i d e r e d major home bases. 

H y p o t h e s i z e d I n f l u e n c e s on the E t h n o g r a p h i c Data: 

These e t h n o g r a p h i c f i n d i n g s may seem t o have d i m i n i s h e d the s i g n i 
f i c a n c e o f t h i s a n t h r o p o g e n i c f a c t o r i n t h e f i r e and v e g e t a t i o n 
h i s t o r y o f the a r e a . N e v e r t h e l e s s , the l a c k o f e v i d e n c e f o r 
e x t e n s i v e p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y does 
no t mean t h a t the a r e a was n e v e r s u b j e c t t o a more comprehensive 
o a t t e r o o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g . The d e l i b e r a t e use o f f i r e i n a 
bush c o n t e x t i s documented not o n l y i n the e t h n o g r a p h i c r e c o r d from 
Nto A l b e r t a but a l s o i n more g e n e r a l l y phrased e t h n o h i s t o r i c s t a t e 
ments on NE A l b e r t a and the .Great S l a v e . Lake-rSouth'.Mackenzie a r e a 
(eg. C a m s e l l and M a l c o l m 1 9 1 9 : 4 - 9 : J a r v i s 1 8 9 7 : 1 5 9 ; Michea 1 9 6 0 : 6 0 ) 

and i n r e f e r e n c e s t h r o u g h o u t the l i t e r a t u r e on the w e s t e r n b o r e a l 
f o r e s t (eg. Guedon 1 9 7 ^ : 2 7 : McKennan 1 9 5 9 : ^ 9 ; P e t i t o t I 8 7 6 : x x v ) . 
I t seems u n l i k e l y t h e n t h a t t h i s a r e a a l o n e was exempt from manage
ment by t h i s t e c h n i q u e . On the o t h e r hand, t h i s s i t u a t i o n shows 
c l e a r l y t h a t we cannot make easy assumptions about a u n i f o r m 
a p p l i c a t i o n o f the p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t e c h n i q u e i n a l l t e m p o r a l 
and s p a t i a l c o n t e x t s w i t h i n the b o r e a l f o r e s t . The q u e s t i o n 
r e m a i n s : why i s t h e r e so l i t t l e e t h n o g r a p h i c d a t a on the use o f 
f i r e i n bush c o n t e x t s i n t h i s area? 

T h i s s e c t i o n o f the p a p e r examines a number o f f a c t o r s w h i c h may 
u n d e r l i e t h i s nhenomenon and o u t l i n e s some d i r e c t i o n s f o r f u t u r e 
r e s e a r c h Four o f t h e s e f a c t o r s can be f a i r l y c l e a r l y d e f i n e d and 
t h e s e a re d i s c u s s e d as hypotheses. Other l e s s c l e a r l y d e f i n e d 
i n f l u e n c e s a r e s u b s e q u e n t l y d i s c u s s e d i n a more g e n e r a l way. 

H y p o t h e s i s A: People a r e c o n c e a l i n g i n f o r m a t i o n c o n c e r n i n g p a s t 
p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g a c t i v i t i e s . 

T h i s e x p l a n a t i o n was o f f e r e d most f r e q u e n t l y by c o l l e a g u e s t o 



whom I mentioned t h i s l a c k o f d a t a on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n a bush 
c o n t e x t . The d e l i b e r a t e concealment o f d a t a by i n f o r m a n t s i s h a r d l y 
unknown i n a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l r e s e a r c h , a l t h o u g h perhaps not much 
d i s c u s s e d i n the l i t e r a t u r e . 

These r e s e a r c h f i n d i n g s were s u p p o r t e d by n o n - p a r t i c i p a t i n g o b s e r v e r s 
i n t h e a r e a as w e l l as by the independent s t u d y conducted i n the 
B i r c h M o u n t a i n s - A t h a b a s c a D e l t a a r e a . I t s q u i t e t r u e t h a t i n f o r m a n t s 
who were a c t i v e t r a p p e r s were concerned t h a t government i n s t i t u t i o n s 
w o uld use d a t a about p a s t p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g a c t i v i t i e s t o j u s t i f y 
a ' l e t burn' p o l i c y d e s p i t e the s i g n f i c a n t d i f f e r e n c e s between the 
two f i r e management regimes. These t r a p p e r s were q u i t e e x p l i c i t 
a bout the reasons b e h i n d t h e i r r e l u c t a n c e t o d i s c u s s any o f t h i s 
m a t e r i a l . I n e f f e c t , t h i s c o n c e r n c l o s e d an e n t i r e s e c t o r o f the 
i n f o r m a n t community t o me. 

The o l d e r i n f o r m a n t s from whom the main d a t a was o b t a i n e d made no 
r e f e r e n c e t o t h i s c o n c e r n n o r t o any o t h e r . I f the l e g a l i t y o f the 
a c t i v i t y was a c o n s t r a i n t on p r o v i d i n g i n f o r m a t i o n , i t i s u n c l e a r 
why some i n s t a n c e s o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g were d e n i e d , w h i l e o t h e r s , 
e q u a l l y i l l e g a l , were f r e e l y s p e c i f i e d . 

In summary, I do not f e e l t h a t t h e r e i s s u f f i c i e n t e v i d e n c e t o support 
t h e h y p o t h e s i s t h a t d e l i b e r a t e concealment i s the reason f o r the 
l i m i t e d e t h n o g r a p h i c d a t a on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n t h i s a r e a i n the 
e a r l y 1 9 0 0 * 8 . 

H y p o t h e s i s B J S o i l s a l i n i z a t i o n l e a d i n g t o the c r e a t i o n and 
maintenance o f open p r a i r i e areas d i m i n i s h e d the 
need f o r p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n bush a r e a s . 

T h i s h y p o t h e s i s i s su g g e s t e d by i n f o r m a n t comments on the redundancy 
o f t he use o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g on the S a l t P l a i n s . The S a l t 
P l a i n s (see Map 1 ) are a s t r i p o f l o w l y i n g l a n d between the w e s t e r n 
a l l u v i a l zone o f the S l a v e R. and the A l b e r t a P l a t e a u . T h i s a r e a 



o f open v e g e t a t i o n was c r e a t e d and m a i n t a i n e d by the fl o w o f s a l i n e 
w a t e r s from s a l t s p r i n g s which emerge a t t h e base o f the escarpment 
marking the e a s t e r n edge o f the A l b e r t a P l a t e a u . I n the immediate 
v i c i n i t y o f the s a l t s p r i n g s a r e s a l t l a k e s and s a l t - a d a p t e d vege
t a t i o n s u c h as the d i s t i n c t i v e samphire ( S a l i c o m i a r u b r a ) . E l s e 
where i n t h e s e f l a t s t h e r e i s marsh and meadow i n t e r s p e r s e d w i t h 
f o r e s t s t a n d s . 

A l t h o u g h i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t the b e n e f i t s o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g 
w ould not s t r i k e a r e s o u r c e - u s e r so f o r c i b l y i n the S a l t P l a i n s , t h i s 
doesn't e x p l a i n why the use o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i s not r e c o r d e d 
f o r o t h e r bush a r e a s . 

The i n t e r a c t i o n o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g and s o i l s a l i n i t y as agents i n 
the c r e a t i o n and/or maintenance o f p r a i r i e areas i n n o r t h e r n A l b e r t a 
i s w o r t h y o f f u r t h e r comment. The l a r g e p r a i r i e s o f the Upper Peace 
a r e , f o r i n s t a n c e , p r i m a r i l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h s o l o n e t z i c s o i l s which 
have a h i g h c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f exchangeable sodium o r magnesium 
(Reeder and Odynsky 1964; Moss 1952i W i l k i n s o n and Johnson 1983). 

I have argued elsewhere (Ferguson 1979) t h a t as s o i l l e a c h i n g a c t e d 
o v e r time t o dec r e a s e s a l i n i t y and thus t o promote f o r e s t a t i o n i n 
t h e s e a r e a s , n a t i v e b u r n i n g m a i n t a i n e d the p r a i r i e v e g e t a t i o n . 

R e s e a rchers i n the Upper Peace (Johnson and W i l k i n s o n 1983:1859) 

have s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e 'dark s o i l s * observed by Raup (19^1) t o be 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e s u b a r c t i c p r a i r i e s i n Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park 
are p r o b a b l y s o l o n e t z i c . One a r e a o f mixed p r a i r i e - w o o d l a n d under
l a i n by t h e s e 'dark s o i l s ' t h a t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t e d Paup l a y 

h 

between F l a t g r a s s Lake and G r a s s y Lake on the A l b e r t a P l a t e a u (see 
Mao 1) . Raup (1935:25) e s t i m a t e d t h i s u p l a n d "semi-open p r a i r i e 
c o u n t r y " c o v e r e d about two t h i r d s o f t h i s e n t i r e a r e a . T h i s a r e a i s 
now c o m p l e t e l y f o r e s t e d so i t can be assumed t h a t w h a t e v e r p r o c e s s 
was a c t i n g t o m a i n t a i n t h i s p r a i r i e - w o o d l a n d has been i n t e r r u p t e d . 

I n f o r m a n t s have commented t h a t both the S a l t P l a i n s and the A l b e r t a 



P l a t e a u a r e a have become more f o r e s t e d o v e r the past 60 y e a r s . T h i s 
o b s e r v a t i o n m i r r o r s one made about t h i s same ar e a by Joseph ( S u s i e ) 
B e a u l i e u i n I9O7 as r e p o r t e d i n Seton ( 1 9 4 3 : 4 4 ) . Thus, t h i s t r e n d 
i n f o r e s t a t i o n seems t o have begun i n the l a s t c e n t u r y and t h e r a t e 
o f f o r e s t a t i o n i s f a s t e r on the P l a t e a u t h a n on the S a l t P l a i n s . 
T h i s l a t t e r i n f e r e n c e i s r e a s o n a b l e i n view o f the ongoing s a l i n i -
z a t i o n o f t h e w a t e r and s o i l i n the S a l t P l a i n s a r e a . The causes o f 
t h i s f o r e s t a t i o n are unknown. P o s s i b l e i n f l u e n c e s i n c l u d e a 

c e s s a t i o n o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the 1 8 0 0 's, the e f f e c t s o f l e a c h i n g 
on s o l o n e t z i c s o i l s , an i n c r e a s e i n c l i m a t i c m o i s t u r e e t c . Undoubtedly 
i n the past few decades f i r e s u p p r e s s i o n programs have a f f e c t e d t h i s 
r a t e o f f o r e s t a t i o n . 

H y p o t h e s i s C: The e t h n o g r a p h i c r e c o r d r e f l e c t s the a c t i v i t i e s o f a 
r e c e n t immigrant p o p u l a t i o n , the Chipewyan, w h i c h d i d 
not t r a d i t i o n a l l y use the p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g 
t e c h n i q u e . 

The contemporary n a t i v e p e o p l e s i n the F t . Smith a r e a are Cree and 
Chinewyan I t i s now w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t the Chipewyan were 
encouraged by the f u r t r a d e r s t o move i n t o and occupy on a y e a r 
round b a s i s the S l a v e R i v e r - L a k e Athabasca-Athabasca R i v e r a r e a s . 
T h i s ' m i g r a t i o n ' west and s o u t h from a t r a d i t i o n a l t u n d r a - t r a n s i t i o n a l 
f o r e s t home s t a r t e d around 1770 and was not complete b e f o r e the 
1 8 3 0 's ( G i l l e s p i e 1 9 7 5 ) . I n c o n t r a s t , the date o f a r r i v a l o f the 
Cree i n the Lake Athabasca-Peace R i v e r - A t h a b a s c a R i v e r a r e a i s 
i n d e t e r m i n a t e , a l t h o u g h c e r t a i n l y i t p r e d a t e s t h a t o f the Chipewyan 
( G i l l e s p i e l 9 7 5 > S m i t h 1 9 8 7 ) . 

The f i r s t h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d f o r a s p e c i f i c e t h n i c group'on the S l a v e R. 
d a t e s from 1772 and r e f e r s t o an 'Athapuscow* o r Cree camp on the 
e a s t s i d e o f the r a p i d s (Heame. 1 9 1 1 : 2 6 9 ) . The i m p r e s s i o n l e f t 
by Hearne i s t h a t the S l a v e R. was not o c c u p i e d by any one group. 
Perhanr i t a c t e d as a b u f f e r zone between the Cree and the A tha-
baskan groups t o the n o r t h . From the e a r l i e s t o f t h e c o n t i n u o u s 
Lake A t h a b a s c a r e c o r d s , i . e . c a 1 8 0 0 , i t does seem c l e a r t h a t the 



S l a v e R. was oc c u p i e d s o l e l y by bands which were c o n s i d e r e d C h i p e -
wyan. Informants have suggested t h a t i n the e a r l y 1900's, the 
people o f the S l a v e R i v e r communities c o n s i d e r e d themselves 
Chipewyan and t h a t the Cree now i n these communities a re 
subsequent a r r i v a l s . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e seems t o be l i t t l e doubt t h a t the Cree p r a c t i s e d 
the p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t e c h n i q u e i n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l f u l l b o r e a l 
f o r e s t h a b i t a t (Lewis 1977). i t i s unknown whether the Chipewyan 
d i d so i n the t r a n s i t i o n a l s u b a r c t i c f o r e s t . At f i r s t g l a n c e , i t 
may seem u n l i k e l y t h a t any group w i t h a s t r o n g dependence on 
c a r i b o u would use p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t o open up o r enhance a r e a s 
o f s e c o n d a r y s u c c e s s i o n w i t h i n the f o r e s t . The l i c h e n s on w h i c h 
c a r i b o u f e e d i n the t r a n s i t i o n a l s u b a r c t i c f o r e s t a r e slow-
growing p l a n t s , p a r t o f the c l i m a x f o r e s t , u n l i k e t he f a s t - g r o w i n g , 
e a r l y s u c c e s s i o n a l g r a s s e s and v e g e t a t i v e s p r o u t s w h i c h a re 
fa v o u r e d by f i r e . Such an o b s e r v a t i o n does not p r e c l u d e , o f 
c o u r s e , the use o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the t r a n s i t i o n a l f o r e s t 
t o f a v o u r o t h e r r e s o u r c e s t h a n the c a r i b o u . 

Documentation on the Chipewyan move to the f u l l b o r e a l f o r e s t 
h a b i t a t may p r o v i d e some*clues. T h i s move does not appear t o have 
been an easy one f o r the Chipewyan. Records from F o r t s Chipewyan 
and R e s o l u t i o n make s p e c i a l mention p r i o r t o the 1830's o f the poor 

s u c c e s s the Chipewyan e n c o u n t e r e d i n h u n t i n g b i s o n and moose (eg. 
flBCA. F t . R e s o l u t i o n J o u r n a l s , e n t r i e s o f J u l y i 7 / 1820; F e b r u a r y 17/ 

1823; PAC. MG 19 CI, V o l . 3 2 : 2 ) . A j o u r n a l e n t r y from F t . 
Chipewyan f o r t h i s same p e r i o d a l s o n o t e s : 

F i r e s i n every d i r e c t i o n , t h e s e Chipewyans I can't 
i m agine what p r e p o s s e s s i o n has now taken h o l d of 
them, b l a z i n g the Country i n t h i s manner. 

(PAA. 7 4 . 1 . Box 3 , Item 115. J u l y 10/1826) 

From t h e s e s t a t e m e n t s i t c o u l d be argued t h a t the Chipewyan, 
l a c k i n g a t e c h n i q u e used by many b o r e a l f o r e s t r e s i d e n t s t o 
i n c r e a s e t h e i r h u n t i n g s u c c e s s , e x p e r i e n c e d problems i n 
h a r v e s t i n g the b o r e a l f o r e s t l a r g e game. I n t e r a c t i o n w i t h t he 
l o c a l Cree people i n t r o d u c e d them t o the b e n e f i c i a l uses o f 
f i r e . An i n i t i a l p e r i o d o f l e a r n i n g by e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n r e s u l t e d 
i n some e r r o r s i n the use o f f i r e , hence, the example of a 
" b l a z i n g " o f the c o u n t r y d a n g e r o u s l y l a t e i n the season. 



There a r e no r e f e r e n c e s t o i n d i c a t e what happened s u b s e q u e n t l y . 
Did the Chipewyan go on t o r e f i n e t h e i r use o f the t e c h n i q u e ? 
Or d i d t h e y p r e f e r t o r e l y s o l e l y on the European f i r e a r m s t o 
improve t h e i r h u n t i n g s u c c e s s ? 

What i s r e q u i r e d t o pursue t h i s h y p o t h e s i s i s r e s e a r c h w i t h C h i p e 
wyan pe o p l e s u s i n g the t r a n s i t i o n a l f o r e s t zone. S n o w d r i f t on 
G r e a t S l a v e Lake o r t h e n o r t h e r n Saskatchewan communities would 
be l i k e l y a r e a s i n w h i c h t o undertake t h i s work. 

H y p o t h e s i s D: E t h n o g r a p h i c d a t a on b u r n i n g i n the bush areas i s 
g e n e r a l l y u n a v a i l a b l e from t h i s a r e a because o f 
the e a r l y date o f the b e g i n n i n g o f f i r e s u p p r e s s i o n . 

F i r e s u p p r e s s i o n i n NE A l b e r t a was i n i t i a t e d w i t h the Royal N o r t h 
West Mounted P o l i c e p a t r o l s i n 1897- Large w i l d f i r e s had o c c u r r e d 
i n t h e N o r t h i n p r e v i o u s y e a r s and caused much concernXabout wastage 
o f t i m b e r r e s o u r c e s . The p r i m a r y purpose o f t h e s e p a t r o l s , however, 
was t o e n f o r c e the game l a w s , p a r t i c u l a r l y the law which p r o h i b i t e d 
b i s o n h u n t i n g . The RNWMP e s t a b l i s h e d permanent p o s t s a t F t . S m i t h 
and F t . Chipewyan around the t u r n o f the c e n t u r y . These p o s t s 
p r o v i d e d a degree o f s u p e r v i s i o n o f l o c a l a c t i v i t i e s t h a t would not 
be p r e s e n t i n NW A l b e r t a f o r a n o t h e r 40-4-5 y e a r s . 

W i t h the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f the Park and the warden system l o c a l 
n a t i v e a c t i v i t i e s were s u b j e c t t o a d d i t i o n a l s c r u t i n y . The e a r l y 
A l b e r t a F o r e s t r y S e r v i c e f i r e r e c o r d s seem t o i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e 
P a r k o r o v i d e d f i r e s u p p r e s s i o n i n areas i m m e d i a t e l y a d j a c e n t t o 
t h e Park b o u n d a r i e s such as F t . F i t z g e r a l d . T h e i r assumption o f 
t h i s r o l e may account f o r the c e s s a t i o n o f hay meadow b u r n i n g 
around F t . F i t z g e r a l d i n the l a t e I 9 2 0 * s as noted p r e v i o u s l y i p a 

q u o t a t i o n from a l o c a l i n f o r m a n t . 

T h i s c h r o n o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e i n the enforcement o f f i r e s u p p r e s s i o n 
may be s u f f i c i e n t i n i t s e l f t o account f o r the l a c k o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
d a t a on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i n the bush as compared t o NW A l b e r t a . 
T h i s h y p o t h e s i s c o u l d be f u r t h e r examined t h r o u g h r e s e a r c h i n e a r l y 
P a r k s r e c o r d s and e a r l y RNWMP/RCMP r e c o r d s on l o c a l a c t i v i t i e s i n 
t h e s e communities. 



These l a s t two ' s o c i a l change* hypotheses make r e f e r e n c e t o r e l a 
t i v e l y c l e a r - c u t changes. There are o t h e r socioeconomic changes 
o p e r a t i v e t h r o u g h o u t t h i s p e r i o d which are l e s s w e l l d e f i n e d . The 
impact o f t h e s e upon p a t t e r n s o f p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g i s more d i f f i 
c u l t t o t r a c e . The NW A l b e r t a d a t a , f o r i n s t a n c e , seemed t o i n d i c a t e 
t h a t s l o w e r , l e s s well-documented changes i n bush b u r n i n g preceded 
the marked change o f t h e f i r e s u p p r e s s i o n p e r i o d . The e a r l i e r ' 

changes i n v o l v e d a r e d u c t i o n i n the use o f f i r e i n the bush. 
I n f l u e n c i n g f a c t o r s c o u l d have i n c l u d e d a s h i f t i n t r a p p i n g 
t e c h n o l o g y f r o m s n a r e s w h i c h can be used i n the open t o s t e e l t r a p s 
w h i c h must be used u n d e r c l o s e d f o r e s t canopy; an i n c r e a s i n g 
emphasis on marten and l y n x , b oth f u r - b e a r e r s of the c l i m a x f o r e s t ; 
o r even j u s t t h e i n c r e a s i n g c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f l o c a l p o p u l a t i o n s i n t o 
s e t t l e m e n t s . In g e n e r a l , we have o n l y a s u p e r f i c i a l knowledge o f 
the impact o f e a r l y h i s t o r i c a l p r o c e s s e s on t r a d i t i o n a l n a t i v e 
s o c i e t y . Many changes may have o c c u r r e d a t a r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y date 
i n t he S l a v e R. a r e a , s i m p l y due t o the r i v e r ' s use as a main 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n l i n k . 

Summary: 

In summary, t h i s r e s e a r c h s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e r e i s l i t t l e i n the way 
o f an e t h n o g r a p h i c database on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g on a r e g i o n a l 
s c a l e f o r t h e n o r t h e a s t e r n a r e a o f Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park. 
The a r e a i n v o l v e d i n s e t t l e m e n t and a s s o c i a t e d hay meadow b u r n i n g 
was too l i m i t e d t o be s i g n i f i c a n t i n terms o f a r e g i o n a l f i r e and 
v e g e t a t i o n h i s t o r y . 

The f o u r major hypotheses d i s c u s s e d here as t o the r e a s o n f o r the 
l i m i t e d e t h n o g r a p h i c d a t a a r e not the o n l y ones a v a i l a b l e ; none 
a r e m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e ; and a l l w i l l reo.uire more i n t e n s i v e a n a l y s i s 
t h a n t h a t a t t e m p t e d h e r e . These r e s u l t s u n d e r l i n e t h e need f o r 
expanded c o m p a r a t i v e work on p r e s c r i b e d b u r n i n g t h r o u g h o u t t h e 
b o r e a l f o r e s t . 

C o n c e r n i n g t h e b r o a d e r t o p i c o f n a t i v e l a n d - u s e , as opposed t o 
s p e c i f i c a l l y f i r e - u s e , a p o t e n t i a l d i r e c t i o n f o r r e s e a r c n i n the 
Wood B u f f a l o N a t i o n a l Park a r e a yet l i e s i n the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f 



major ' y a r d s ' and ' c o r r i d o r s ' i n the bush, t h a t i s , a r e a s which 
were i n t e n s i v e l y used and e x h i b i t e d f a i r l y open v e g e t a t i o n . Peace 
P o i n t and t h e M i s s i o n Farm a r e a appear t o be good examples o f 
y a r d s ; t h e e s k e r s r u n n i n g northwest from Lake M c N e i l t o Upland Lake 
form w e l l - d e f i n e d c o r r i d o r s . D e s p i t e e t h n o g r a p h i c a m b i g u i t y over 
how such a r e a s < u*r" m a i n t a i n e d , t h e i r e x p l o r a t i o n can c o n t r i b u t e much 
t o t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f n a t i v e s e t t l e m e n t - s u b s i s t e n c e p a t t e r n s i n 
t h i s a r e a . 

F o o t n o t e s 

1. F i n a n c i a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e f i e l d w o r k was p r o v i d e d by the F i r e 
S c i e n c e C e n t e r , U n i v e r s i t y o f New Brunswick; and the B o r e a l 
I n s t i t u t e f o r N o r t h e r n S t u d i e s , U n i v e r s i t y o f A l b e r t a . I would 
p a r t i c u l a r l y l i k e t o acknowledge the f a c i l i t a t i v e r o l e s p l a y e d 
by Dr. Ross Wein and J a n i c e Moore of the F i r e S c i e n c e C e n t e r , 
A n i t a Moore o f the B o r e a l I n s t i t u t e and Dr. Henry T. Lewis o f 
the Department o f A n t h r o p o l o g y . The S o c i a l S c i e n c e s and 
H u m a n i t i e s Research C o u n c i l g e n e r o u s l y s u p p o r t e d both f i e l d w o r k 
and a r c h i v a l r e s e a r c h . 

In a d d i t i o n , I would l i k e t o express my g r a t i t u d e t o Parks 
Canada and t o A r c t i c C o l l e g e o f F t . S m i t h f o r l o g i s t i c s u p p o r t ; 
and t o t h e Hudson's Bay Company A r c h i v e s , P u b l i c A r c h i v e s o f 
Canada and Steve S i m z e r o f the A l b e r t a F o r e s t S e r v i c e f o r 
a c c e s s t o a r c h i v a l m a t e r i a l s . 

Above a l l , I would l i k e t o thank the people o f the F t . S m i t h 
a r e a f o r t h e i r p a t i e n c e and g e n e r o s i t y i n s h a r i n g t h e i r know
ledge w i t h me. T h i s paper i s d e d i c a t e d t o the memory o f the 
l a t e Jean B a o t i s t e Tourangeau o f F t . Smith. 

2. Dr. McCormack i s t h e C u r a t o r o f E t h n o l o g y , the P r o v i n c i a l 
Museum o f A l b e r t a . 

3- Only f a i r l y r e c e n t l y have a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s c a r e d t o d i s c u s s 
s i t u a t i o n s i n w h i c h i n f o r m a n t s have o f f e r e d m i s l e a d i n g d a t a . 
D o u b t l e s s l y , t h i s i s because such an o c c u r r e n c e was c o n s i d e r e d 
t o r e f l e c t upon t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t ' s i n t e r p e r s o n a l a b i l i t i e s 
and s t a n d i n g w i t h the i n f o r m a n t group. However, comtemporary 
a n t h r o p o l o g y has become more s e n s i t i v e t o the e t h i c a l i s s u e s 
s u r r o u n d i n g r e s e a r c h w i t h n a t i v e and o t h e r r e l a t i v e l y powerless 
groups. The c r i t i c a l q u e s t i o n s has changed from "what 
s t r a t e g i e s do we use t o e l i c i t s e n s i t i v e d a t a from u n w i l l i n g 
i n f o r m a n t s ? " t o "do we have the moral r i g h t t o t r y t o e l i c i t 
d a t a from people who have s t r o n g concerns about how t h a t d a t a 
w i l l be used?" 



4. G r a s s y S l o u g h i s a name no l o n g e r i n use. From i t s 
p o s i t i o n on Raup's (1935) map, i t seems t o be n e a r t h e 
pond known l o c a l l y as 'Rat S l o u g h ' . D e l i n e a t i n g ; 
changes i n l o c a l p l a c e names would prbduce' one l i n e b f 
e v i d e n c e on t h e s h i f t from mixed woodland t o a c o n t i n u o u s l y 
f o r e s t e d l a n d s c a p e . 
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