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The boreal forest



Fires in Australia and California

California



Slave Lake burning 2011

Fort McMurray burning 2016



Terrestrial ecozones of Canada



The aspen-parkland



The great plains



Vegetation zones



Aspen-parkland distribution



The parkland ecotone



Classic culture areas of North 
America



Dr. Henry (Hank) T. Lewis

 “The Indians of northern Alberta exhibited a 
clear understanding of both what was 
happening as well as why things happened.  
They exhibited full understandings of 
systemic, relational effects of burning in their 
discussions of both the usefulness of burning 
and, in contrast, the environmental problems 
of contemporary practices of fire exclusion.”



Wood Buffalo National Park



Wood Buffalo National Park & 
ecozones



Wood Buffalo National Park
Old park, 1922. New park, 1926.



The Peace-Athabasca Delta: a World 
Heritage Site and Ramsar Site



Argument

 Indigenous people used controlled burning to produce a 
landscape that was a mosaic pattern of prairie, boreal 
forest, and wetlands. It was a form of deliberate landscape 
management. 

 Europeans believed that Indigenous people carelessly set 
fires, damaging potentially valuable timber.

 When government agents suppressed controlled burning in 
the 20th C, it undermined highly productive habitats and the 
species they supported and set the stage for the great 
holocaust fires that have occurred regularly ever since.  It 
also led to the end of the great northern grasslands.



Four parts of the 
presentation
 Peace River prairies

 Research by Henry (Hank) T. Lewis

 The great northern grasslands

 Fire suppression and the loss of the northern 
grasslands



The Peace River prairies
(Alexander Mackenzie 1792) 

 ...the West side of the river 
displayed  a succession of the 
most beautiful scenery I had 
ever beheld. ... This 
magnificent theatre of nature 
has all the decorations which 
the trees and animals of the 
country can afford it:  groves 
of poplars in every shape vary 
the scene; and their intervals 
are enlivened with vast  herds 
of elks and buffaloes; the 
former choosing the steeps 
and uplands, and the latter 
preferring the plains [in Lamb 
1970:258-259].



Peace River country 
(George Mercer Dawson, 1879)
 “…there are extensive areas of prairie 

country, either perfectly open and covered 
with a more or less luxuriant growth of grass, 
or dotted with patches of coppice and trees.”

 “The total area of prairie land…may be about 
3,000 square miles.”



Peace River country 
(Dawson 1879)
 The landscape consists of “extensive areas of 

prairie country, either perfectly open and 
covered with a more or less luxuriant growth of 
grass, or dotted with patches of coppice and 
trees.” 

 “…the origin of the prairies of the Peace River is 
obvious.  There can be no doubt that they have 
been produced and are maintained by fires.”

 “Where fires have not run for a few years, young 
trees begin rapidly to grow up.”

 “The fires are, of course, ultimately attributable 
to human agency.”



Early spring burn
(Henry T. Lewis)



Northern bison



Samuel Hearne (from January 
1772)

 “The buffalos chiefly delight in wide open plains, which 
in those parts produce very coarse grass, or rather a 
kind of small flags and rushes, upon which they feed.” 

 “The woods through which we were to pass were in 
many places so thick, that it was necessary to cut a path 
before the women could pass with their sledges; and in 
other places so much of the woods had formerly been 
set on fire and burnt, that we were frequently obliged to 
walk farther than we otherwise should have done, 
before we could find green brush enough to floor our 
tents.”



Peter Fidler, fall 1791 

 On the Little Buffalo River, he described being 
on “the edge of a very extensive plain not a 
single tree to be seen as far as the eye could read 
to the W&WNW & extends probably very near 
the vicinity of the Slave Lake.”



Chief Squirrel & Ernest Thompson 
Seton



Chief Squirrel’s
Map of the 
bison country, 
north of the 
Peace River



Wood Buffalo Park meadow

 Milloy 1911:  “For some 
distance west of the [Salt 
River] settlement open 
glades of parklike hay 
meadows are 
encountered.  The grass 
here is excellent and the 
alders are bunched and 
clumped together, 
dividing the country into 
small fields.”

1929



George Mulloy, 1911

 “This hay meadow country stretches for about a mile; 
then the ground rises.   Here a peculiar piece of land is 
encountered, i.e., a large field of excellent grass 
surrounded by a dense growth of poplar. ... For miles on 
both sides of the trail [further west] stretch open poplar 
uplands.  The ground is very level and covered with a 
dense growth of good grass, but the white trunks of the 
poplar seem like a forest of white-washed telegraph 
poles.  No underbrush of any account is met with.”



West of Little Buffalo River
(Mulloy 1911)
 “The spruce also begins to show itself and 

although no really spruce timber country is 
encountered, wherever it does appear it is very 
large - 30 inches or more in diameter.  Then the 
buffalo signs begin to appear on every hand.  
Immense wallows surround us; the ground and 
trails are pitted with them. ... The grass is 
luxuriant and there is plenty of shelter in the 
winter. ... Fires, however, have been very rare as 
no brule or windfalls are seen at all.”



Nyarling Meadow, Little Buffalo 
River, 1932 
(Dewey Soper)



Bison grazing in a park meadow
(Soper 1932-34)



Bison at ease on meadow
(Robinson 1919-20)



Estimated bison range and 
grasslands



Hay meadow



Louis Boucher, Chipewyan, born 
1893

 “When you clean all that bush out and the 
moose come in, there is good, easy hunting.”

 “In the past, there were not many lightning fires 
– just people making fires.”

 Today, most fires come from lightning, and 
“They are really bad, not like before.”



Chief warden cabin, Hay Camp
(Dewey Soper, 1932-34) 



Warden’s cabin, Peace Point
(Dewey Soper 1932)



Warden Frank Dent and Mrs. 
Dent



Trapper’s cabin, Peace Point
(Soper)



Holocaust fires (wild fires)

In 1947, 50% of the park was burned by “disastrous forest fires.” 
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