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Prologue

I had heard tales of my great-uncle Otto's trip to the Klondike since I was a little kid.  Those tales had kept us entertained, and I somehow never doubted their authenticity.  


I received a typed copy of my great-uncle's diary about twenty years ago.  It sat for several years until I set about validating the diary's statements.  I wrote to archives at the Hudson's Bay Company in Winnipeg and to Athabasca, Yellowknife, and Dawson.  It was quite a thrill to see the first clipping from the Edmonton Bulletin of August 23, 1898, that the party of eight from Detroit that called themselves the Enterprise had left Athabasca Landing on the Athabasca River in Alberta.


Since that first newspaper notice I have found numerous references verifying the trip and many of the statements made.  The falls and rapids are there on the Athabasca River.  All of the people did actually exist.  The hardships were real as referenced by others who made the same trek.  



I had spent a day in the Hudson's Bay Company Archives as described in my book, Do Bears do it in the Woods?.  Now I had this opportunity to take a trip to Calgary, Edmonton, Athabasca, and Ft. McMurray in time for the departure of the Enterprise one hundred years ago.  This is the report of this trip.

The Trip

Otto Lahser had taken the Canadian Pacific Railroad from Detroit to Calgary.  He left at 12:03 AM on March 15, 1898, arriving at 3:00 PM on 19 March, 1898.  On March 4, 1998, I took American Airlines from San Antonio at 7:16 AM and arrived in Calgary at 1:52 PM the same day.  Both trips were on state-of-the-art conveyances. 



The one hundredth anniversary of the beginning of Otto's trip to the Klondike was approaching.  I had not even thought about making the trip until I got bumped from a flight to Washington a Sunday morning in February 1997.  The airline gave me a $400 voucher, a meal ticket and first class seat home on the next flight in six hours.  This was my opportunity with plane fare to Calgary running $453.00.


My flight left San Antonio about fifteen minutes late.  That was OK since I had a two hour layover in DFW.

Reflections of Texas
Flying to Dallas you see

amongst dark green trees

like small spotlights 

the morning sun reflected 

from ponds and pools.

Reflections from metal roofs 

flash like guns of a hundred hunters.

Sun reflects from windshields 

in vast parking lots

flashing like fireworks.

Nothing reflects 

from an abandoned old red barn

but the dreams and desires 

that built the barn.
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We left DFW fifteen minutes late and made up the time during the 3.5 hour flight.  Hazy skies hung over the red dirt of            Oklahoma and western Kansas.  Agriculture was dry-land farming or center pivot fields sucking up the Ogalala aquifer and there were hundreds of poultry barns.  Our northwestwardly track bisected the farms corner to corner.


Over Nebraska, puffy clouds appeared, and the air felt like driving over a corduroy road of old.  To the west thunderheads rose to 40,000 feet dropping virga.  Small stream beds staggered across fields and eventually found larger streams.  Many of the fields sported erosion control terraces built by the FHA 50-60 years ago.  All the small towns were obvious if you looked for their grain elevator.  Ancient storm patterns had painted streaks and slashes of light sand over the dark soil and fanning out to the southeast.  Flood plains wandered to the east and northeast into the Missouri River system.  On land too rough to plow tan truck and cattle trails lead to stock tanks fed by deep wells.

 
Over the forested foothills of southeastern Wyoming the haze changed to white overcast.  Snow covered mountains            appeared to the west though breaks in the clouds.  We crossed over Pathfinder     Reservoir on the North Platte River southwest of Casper, Wyoming.  Bare clearings of oil drilling sites peppered the hills belonging to  Blackfoot and Shoshoni Indians.


Passing east of Billings, Montana, we entered General Custer's country along the Big Horn River.  The tree line was inverted.  Thriving conifers came down to the meet the desert.  Snow stood in the exposed areas of the mountains.  White ice clouds seemed to glow against a Greek-blue sky.  Fort Peck Lake on the Missouri River backed up water over 120 miles through dry chaparral brush and patches of snow on the north-facing ridges.  


A few high cirrus clouds hovered to the north and west.  These high clouds were pierced by a high flying jet leaving long white contrail like a string of little cotton balls heading southeast.  Several more old contrails were being torn apart by winds from the northeast.

Calgary

We passed over farms south of South Saskatchewan River near Swift Current.  Flood control and irrigation reservoirs and long irrigation canals cut the flat country.  Turning west we began letting down passing east and north of Medicine Hat, Alberta.  Thousands of prairie potholes punctured thousands of acres of grain fields and the Rocky Mountains were visible above the haze to the west. We circled to the north and landed right on time.


I quickly went through immigration and customs, picked up my bags and rental car and headed for my motel.


The Greater Metropolitan Calgary area rides the Bow River.  It houses about 800,000 people and covers 259 square miles at mean  altitude of 3,439 feet above sea level.  Temperatures for this trip ran from 3°C (38°F) to 20°C (68°F). 


When Uncle Otto arrived in Calgary at 3PM on Saturday, March 19, 1898, he noted it was 50°F (10°C) in the afternoon but turned a cold, stormy 10°F (-11°C) the next morning.  He and his friends stayed at the Royal Hotel near the train terminal and the Hudson's Bay Company store (HBC).  He ordered supplies for the trip from the HBC to be delivered in Athabasca Landing and left for Edmonton on the Monday stage.


My stage was a rental car, a full-size Chrysler.  There were  rock dings in the windshield that made it look like it had been in a shoot-out.  My motel was on 16th Avenue and Crowchild Trail near University of  Calgary.


I called the University archives and found they contained only University records.  I called the city library who recommended visiting  the Glenbow Museum archives.  The Glenbow would open Tuesday at 10AM.  Both the major newspapers said they were too new to have a morgue going back a hundred years.  It was after 3PM when the banks closed.  So much for the afternoon.


The city was covered by a haze of smoke from twenty-some forest fires burning in the west central part of the Alberta.  I decided to drive west to Banff to get out of the smoke and see the mountains that had been visible from the air.


Sixteenth Ave was also Canada 1, the Trans-Canada Highway (TCH).  From my motel on Crowchild Trail the TCH led past the campus of the University of Calgary and across the Bow River.  Past 

the edge of town was the Olympic Park with its ski towers.  Condos and apartments surrounded the park and continued for another couple miles west.  The TCH became a divided highway with two lanes each way. There were no crossovers and few pullouts to get off the highway.  The narrow shoulders were not designed to pull off for picture taking.  


Haze cut visibility to a couple miles and essentially hid the mountains.  I turned around near the park entrance and retraced the 122 km (70 miles) to Calgary before dark, about 9 PM.


The Rockies near Banff had been pushed up during the Cretaceous period about 80 million years ago.  The mountains contained basalt and marine deposits dating back 3.5 billion years.  Rounded foothills and wide valleys east of the Rockies resulted from the action of several glacial periods in the past 100,000 years.  The area had been covered with fir and spruce trees which had been logged during the last 150 years to clear the land for farming.       Unfarmable ridges of some of the glacial islands were still forested.


It was light a little after 5 AM on Tuesday morning (5 May).  Temperature was in the upper 30's F with a strong northwest wind.  Channel 7 and the Sun newspaper were supposed to call by 10 but did not.

   
I found a bank to change some money ($1.40 Canadian per US dollar) and visited the Aquila book store before going down town to the Glenbow.  I parked near the Chinese Cultural Center just south of the Bow River and walked to the museum.


Much of downtown Calgary was connected by underground or enclosed walkways for winter convenience. 


The Glenbow Museum was co-located with the convention center in a relatively unmarked building on Stephens Mall near SE 1st street.  I got a pass to the archives and spent about three hours going through old photographs and newspaper clippings.  I found several clippings reporting that Uncle Otto and party had stayed in the Royal Hotel. They had secured mining permits and the Enterprise had sailed.  There were pictures of downtown Calgary with the HBC and

Royal Hotel, various HBC posts, HBC ships like the Graham and the Wrigley, pictures of several people mentioned in the diary and other interesting but unrelated subjects.


After a late lunch and a tour of the museum proper I went to the Calgary Tower.  This 550 foot structure had a restaurant and an observation deck with a view for 15-20 mile radius.  A train loaded with sulfur crept by below and the rapid transit trains zipped past.
Supper was at a Chinese shopping center.  Chinese apothecaries and herbal doctors sold ginseng and a hundred other Chinese herbs.  Chinese was spoken and written.  Several stores specialized in Oriental jewelry, clothing, or furniture.  Several acupuncturists practiced their art.  Chinese restaurants looked inviting.  I tried the Regency Palace where I had salt and pepper squid.  Hen How.  Very good.    


Banff and Jasper

  The Wednesday morning sun came up like a winter morning.  It was almost 7AM and the sky was dark with a temperature of 38°F.  Smoke from the forest fires was thick with visibility of 3 to 5 miles.  The sun had come up dirty pink and hung in the east like a golden topaz on gray flannel.


Outside of the city moderate traffic flowed into town.  Big trucks (twenty-two wheels and two trailers) headed west towards Banff.  An hours drive brought me to Canmore with its alpine center and the      entrance to Banff National Park.  


I paid an entrance fee of $5.00 and drove into the park.  Banff park covered about 2500 square miles and hosted about five million visitors a year.  Spring was about a month early this la Nina year and a lot of the snow was gone.  


About 10 km from the entrance I took the cutoff to the town of Banff.  Mountains were like gray ghosts shrouded in the smoke.  It looked like Mexico City on a good day with a blue sky overhead but brown haze up to sixty degrees above the horizon.  Ribbons of snow covering the mountains looked pink.


Banff reminded me of Vail, Colorado.  There was a young transient population to service hotels and condos.  The town was in a river valley surrounded with forest and mountains.  The streets were crowded with tour busses full of European tourist.  I stopped at an IGA store for a few groceries and found breakfast.  


After touring the downtown I drove up through the Tunnel Mountain camp ground with its herd of elk and stopped at the Hoodoo Viewpoint.  Hoodoos stand like stalagmites of loess or soft limestone alternating with and capped by harder rock and carved by wind.  These hoodoos stood watch over the intersection of the Bow and Spray Rivers and had a view of the Banff Springs Hotel.


A nature trail went along the canyon rim to the Hoodoos.  Most of the birds were Robins with a few crows and a Yellow-breasted  Chat.  Fir trees and a prostrate juniper were the prominent plants. Prostrate vetch, (Oxytropis sp) and Pasque Flower (Anemone patens).  There were elk tracks and scat of snowshoe rabbits.


Back on the TCH, a six foot hogwire fence was strung along both sides of the highway to keep the elk off the road.  Solitary Magpies scavenged the roadside, and Mallard Ducks sailed the ditches.  The road and the railroad both followed the river.  Snow was still hiding under the trees.  About 50 km north was the turnoff to Lake Louise.


The drive was pleasant and finally left the smoke behind.  The Bow River rushed madly over the gravel bars and through the forest of dark green fir trees.  Robins sang and a Redtail Hawk soared over the river.


The turnoff led to a bridge over the TCH on Lake Louise Drive.  The park visitor center in Lake Louise Village sat at 1030m (5018 feet) making this the highest community in Canada. The visitors center had good displays of historic and structural geology and of the wildlife of the area.    


It was a short walk to Samson Mall with several eateries and souvenir shops, a car rental, and a liquor store.  


The road crossed the Bow River and followed signs warning to watch for cross country skiers.  I found a large parking area almost empty.  The real tourist season did not begin until after Dominion Day or the first of June or when schools let out in mid-June.  There were only about a dozen cars.  


A short path led to Lake Louise and the Chateau Lake Louise which overlooked the lake.  The viewing area had been partially cleared of snow.  The tops of the backs of the benches emerged from the piled snow.  The lake was still 99% frozen over, and the trails to the other local sites were still closed or covered with snow.  The snow on the lake blended with the snow fields of the Plain of Six Glaciers and the mantle of Mount Victoria (11,361 feet).  A couple acres of open water were marked with warning signs.  An old Chinese tourist threw a snowball into this open pool.


I left Lake Louise on the TCH which was now called the Icefields Parkway.  All the trails and most of the camp grounds were closed but the mountains were free for viewing with their snow fields and glaciers.  The mountains rose several thousand feet in a relatively short distance.  I stopped a half dozen times in the first 10km.


I still had 600km to go before dark, so I started stopping only for the really spectacular views.


Sixty years ago this trip from Lake Louise to Jasper would have taken about two weeks on horseback with another two weeks to get to Edmonton.


This highway passed through a glacial valley formed by the Bow River flowing south, the Howse and Saskatchewan Rivers heading north and east and, final, by the Athabasca draining northward.  Crowfoot Glacier was the first glacier encountered  from the south end.  At Hector Lake a moose was browsing in the shallow water.  Hector and Bow Lakes were slide-formed lakes on the Bow River.  The Nan Ti Jal lodge stood framed against a glacier.  Wildlife Lake was about half clear of ice and had several mallards investigating the shallows.  Ground Squirrels were basking in the sun.  Howse Pass had been created by the Howse River which joined the Saskatchewan River just above where the road crossed the Saskatchewan River.  Tourist facilities were available near the crossing where Highway 11 joined Highway 93.  No more gas for 120 km.  The road parallels the Saskatchewan River about 50 km to the headwaters at the Saskatchewan Glacier near Parker Ridge.
Over Parker Ridge the road dropped to the Columbia Icefield and the Icefield Centre in Jasper National Park.  The altitude was 2000m (6500 feet).  The Centre was still about 100 km from Jasper.  


I stopped to look at the Athabasca Glacier.  It was 325 sq. km and up to 350m thick.  Snocoach tours out on the glacier were available for $23.50 but the last tour had left at 4PM.


Now the road followed the shallow  Sunwapta River over Stanley Falls and between Sunwapta and Wolley peaks.  It flowed through a glacial valley for about 50km where it fell over 23m (about 70 feet)  Sunwapta Falls into the Athabasca River.  
About 20km down stream the Athabasca River dropped over Athabasca Falls dropping about 23m (70 feet).  The glacial valley widened to about 8 miles with high ice lines worn into the stone walls below the snowcapped ridges.  About 15 km south of Jasper I saw a wolf standing at the edge of the trees.  It ambled into the woods when I slowed to take a picture.  Wolves don't look anything like coyotes.


The village of Jasper was about four blocks wide for a couple miles along the CNR railroad tracks.  A herd of elk grazed in the trees between the street and the tracks.  The town was named after the Jasper House trading post which was named for its early manager, Jasper Hawse.  A commercial area and a number of hotels and condos lined the main street.  A flock of bighorn sheep were trimming the grass roadside at the edge of town.


Highway 16 followed the Athabasca River passing Jasper, Talbot, Clementine, and other Lakes near the mouth of this glacier-formed valley for about 40 km.  At Pocahontas the river and the road left the park and parted.  The land flattened but occasional rock outcrops projected the strata upward and curled like ocean waves.  


It was about 7PM and 370km to go to reach Edmonton.  The sky turned gray with smoke.  Near Carrot Creek, visibility was less than a mile.  At this time, 27 wildfires were burning and had burned 150,000 hectares.  After maybe ten km of thick smoke the visibility  increased to 3-5km.  Sunset was an orange ball disappearing into gray haze.  


Several fields had resident populations of Canada geese but most had gone on north.


It was dark when I reached Edmonton at about 9:30PM.  My motel was in the extreme northeast part of town.  With streets closed for repairs it took almost an hour to find it.

Edmonton

About 0800 on Thursday, May 7, I began calling the newspapers, the museums, and the city and provincial archives without  much luck on research sources.  I saw an article on the gold rush in the tourist magazine, "When", and set an appointment with the author, Debora Witwicki.  I called the Alberta Museum Association and set an appointment with the director, Dr. Adreana Davies.  I also called the Master Gardener program director, Dr. Nielson, at the           University of Alberta's Devonian Botanic  Garden.


I drove downtown, parked, and visited the Edmonton Museum of Art.  All the art was by Canadians and most of it by Albertans.  They had a good selection of styles and media including performance art.  The children's discovery room was interesting.  The museum had close ties with the schools.


I walked across Sir Winston Churchill Square to the Stanley A. Milner Library.  The library suggested I try the Provincial Archive or the Glenbow Museum in Calgary.  I left them a copy of the diary. 


Like Calgary, Edmonton has a system of covered and underground "pedways", but few people were using them on this beautiful day.  It looked strange to see a walkway stretched across the street about twenty feet above the ground.  This must be nice in the winter.


My route took me past several large glass and brick office buildings and many old brick structures on the level bluff above the river. 

Double Duty
Edmonton's blue glass sky scrapers

reflect clear blue skies

absorbing everything but blue

Doing double duty.

Doing double duty.
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*****

To the south the streets dipped and dropped a couple hundred feet down to river level.  The Museum Association was about half way down the hill on 103 St.


Dr. Davies gave me a folder on Alberta's museums, a proposed trip over the all Canadian route to the Klondike, and the Edmonton Klondike Days celebration planned for 16-25 July.  I left her a copy of Uncle Otto's diary.  She mentioned that, from Otto's description of Edmonton, they most likely stayed in the Strathcona area on the south side of the river where the Walker lumber and boat building operations were located.  Mining permits for British Columbia and the Northwest Territories, although bought in  Edmonton, would be on file in Victoria and Yellowknife.   


My trip to Ft. McMurray and Athabasca would not be as extensive as the Sault Ste. Marie group's proposal but would be of         interest to the Museum Association.


During my meeting with Mrs. Witwicki we discussed the Klondike program and the   possibilities for marketing Uncle Otto's story.


I stopped at a couple coffee houses on the way back to the hotel.  Poetry was not a big thing, but cowboy poetry was getting a lot of  attention. 


I got back motel about dark and packed for the trip to Ft. McMurray early Friday.

Fort McMurray

About 0700 on Friday, May 8, I began my trip to Ft. McMurray up highway 28A.  Gently rolling farms covered the land from horizon to horizon.  With a light mist and a temperature of 11°C (50°F) it did not exactly feel like spring was a month early, but they told me snow could be expected through mid June.  


Some fields had been plowed and were ready for planting.  A few fields of grain had already sprouted.  The most common crops were wheat, oats, and canola.  Fields were plowed around the potholes of dry cattails that supported waterfowl.  


Houses were built on section lines and usually surrounded with tree wind breaks.  Many home gardens had been plowed.  Large rounds of hay were still stacked for the livestock.


A few oil wells appeared along the road near Gibbons.  Near  Redwater sat a refinery for the Redwater oil field.


I changed to highway 63 and passed through more farms.  The road passed through or near the villages of Boyle, Donatville, Grassland, and Atmore.  Almost every house had a satellite dish and every village had a grain elevator.  Prairie grass was green under brown winter stubble.  Some of the fields had numerous small mounds of dirt marking  prairie dog mounds.  Cattle were grazing in some of the fields and calving had already taken place.  A few Merlins (sparrow hawks) and flocks of Tree Swallows sat on the power lines.


Near Atmore, the road turned north for 244km to Ft. McMurray.  Next gas was 144 km north at Mariana.  The farms disappeared about 20km up the road, and a forest of fir and birch became dominant.  It was dry, and the fire danger was high.  Spring was early but without the normal la Níná spring rains.  Birch had bloomed and was leafing out but willow and hazel were still bare and dry.                                                                                                                                                                                
The road was two lanes of blacktop with a hundred feet of cleared right-of-way/fire break on each side of the road.  It ran parallel to the old railroad. Numerous roads ran into the bush to pipeline right-of-ways and gas compression stations.  I stopped several times to look and listen.  There were no birds, but I heard the Boreal toad and spring peepers singing in standing water.  There were no mosquitoes along the road, but they were numerous near the ponds.  I saw one Tabanid biting fly.  


Near Wandering River, a Great Blue Heron was winging northward.  Under the brown grasses was the green of mosses and the cinquefoil and anemone were beginning to bloom.


A burned area had about a three year growth of fir and birch with many tall black snags still standing.  There were no moose or elk as shown by hazel thickets up to nine feet tall.  Alder bushes grew thick around the ponds and a small white butterfly, the Sharp-veined White, seemed to be associated with them.


I saw movement up ahead.  A coyote was pouncing and prancing around hunting or, maybe, playing with his lunch.  He disappeared into the trees when I slowed to watch but was back at it as I drove off.


The village of Mairana was a gas stop and restaurant.  When I filled up (just in case) the price was $0.58/liter instead of the $0.48/liter charged in Edmonton.  The car was getting 8km/liter (try converting that to mpg).  


A lot of people were working on the pipelines and at a local lumber mill.  They  stayed in trailers or campers and commuted on weekends.  Scheduled bus service connected Ft. McMurray's workers to the outside world.


Along the road north of Mariana was about 50 km of burned timber from the 1997 fire.  From hill tops it was black as far as I could see, maybe 10-12km each side of the road.  The 300feet of highway right-of-way did little to slow a hot fire combined with dry weather and a high wind.  


Green oasises of fir and birch were visible where the fire had skipped.  The forest was recovering already with fir and birch seedlings already up.


Insects hitting the windshield included Mourning Cloak and Monarch butterflies, Alder bugs and mosquitoes or midges.  Just south of Ft. McMurray was a road to Anzac.  Next, were signs for a landfill and an airport (the airport was sited about 5 km from the landfill).  The presence of gulls told me there was probably a landfill long before the sign.  


The first signs of civilization were the MacKenzie Industrial Park and the Oil Sands Interpretive Centre.  The Centre's interpretive displays were informative, and included an abundance of equipment used in the oil sands processes.  Gregoire Park subdivision and school came next on the east and the Beacon Hill subdivision on the west.  


I continued for another km and turned off to Heritage Park and the archives.  I met the Park administrator, Mrs. Mary Weber-Blatz, her staff and a retired river pilot, Hercules Toland.  They looked at the diary and were impressed enough to buy five.  We discussed the setting of Ft. McMurray in 1898 and they told me where the HBC post had been.  It  was the only permanent structure at Ft. McMurray at that time.  They provided several interesting references and the name of someone who had been around at the time, a Cree Indian named Rafael Cree, aged 104. (He was not in town at the moment – out hunting.)


 The park contained equipment such as a tug boat, Radium Scout, a bucketwheel excavator, two railroad cars, a drilling rig, an old American Abell steam powered tractor, and a grader.  Several historic buildings had been moved to the site including the home of bush pilot Wop May, St. Aidan's Anglican church, the RCMP post, a school house, Hill Drugs store, and several others.  Their major problems were wood ants and funding.


They recommended staying at the Peter Pond Hotel and got me the commercial rate.  They also recommended some things  to see and places to eat.  


I checked in at the Peter Pond and went to see where the HBC post had been.  The site was occupied by a go-cart track.  


The Kozy Korner was my choice for supper.  It was run by a Newfoundlander and had Friday special of fish and brewis or cod tongues with chips.  I had cod tongues for the first time in 35 years.


Of the surging Ft. McMurray population of 40,000, about sixty percent had recently come from Newfoundland.  Fishing had gone bust on the Grand Banks, and development of the offshore oil fields on the Grand Banks was complete so Newfoundland was in a job slump.  Jobs were promised by with new development by six big oil sands operators, but hiring was slow.  Ft. McMurray was jokingly called the biggest city in Newfoundland.


An oil sand consortium of six big energy companies had put up seven billion dollars with a promise of another billion a year.  Land prices were booming with 40ft X 70ft lots going for up to $40,000 and 1500 square foot houses had doubled in price to about $180,000.                                                                                                                                                                                                
About midnight I drove about twenty km north, out where it was really dark, to see the north star almost overhead and the pale flashes of the northern lights.  The aurora was a little disappointing with not much color or activity in the light of the near full moon.


Saturday morning I went out to take pictures of the Athabasca River and other sites in the area.  I drove across the Snye River to MacDonald Park.  The Snye was a former high water channel of the Clearwater River.  It had been dammed, thereby connecting           MacDonald Island with the mainland.  The Snye was used as a float plane seadrome.  MacDonald Island Park contained a golf course and picnic area.  The HBC post had been on the mainland point where the Snye had formerly met the Athabasca R.


A fox was checking the garbage cans, and a magpie was harassing it. 

Magpie and the Fox
A fox 

was run out of his garbage can

by Magpies 

who dive bombed him as he ran.

A red squirrel cheered them on.

Just Waiting
A lone Magpie on the run

sat on the top most branch

its trial has just begun

Red-winged blackbirds gathered

on the lower branches one by one

just waiting.

*****

I crossed the Athabasca River to the new Thickwoods Heights, Dickenfield, and Timberlea subdivisions.  A light rain began to fall with a northwest wind as I began a 36 km drive north to the Suncor oil sands overlook and the Crane Lake Nature Trail.  The nature trail was restored oil sands land and included a pond of about 8 acres. Goldeneye and Red-necked Grebes paddled around, and several gulls circled the pond.  Crows and robins called in the distance.  White-throated sparrows sang in the trees almost at arms length.  Dry fireweed cotton still hung on last fall's plants.  Wild strawberry plants were up, and Dandelions and Saskatoon berries were in bloom.  A haze of mosquitoes and midges hummed around the pond.


The oil sand overlook was on top of a spoil bank and provided an over view of the entire Suncor operation.   It took about two years to begin digging the oil sand.  The muskeg had to be  removed and stacked for reuse.  A silt and rock overburden, 8-30 feet thick, also had to be removed to expose the oil sands.  Then a bucketwheel excavator dug the sand and deposited it on a beltwagon.  
The oil sand was treated with hot water, and the oil was froth extracted and centrifuged.  The sand was returned to digging sites, the water was reused and the petroleum was cracked.  


These oil sands contained about 12% petroleum.  Uncle Otto mentioned the presence of oil sands along the Athabasca River when he passed through a hundred years ago.  Suncor had a  square km lease and six other companies had similar leases and operations including Japanese interests.  Very big business. 


The wind and drizzle stopped as I left the overlook and returned to town.  There had not been enough moisture to have much impact on the fire hazard.


I had asked Mrs. Weber-Blatz if there were wolves in the area and if I could hear them.  She said she lived in a log cabin across the Clearwater River, and they saw wolves in winter.  They also saw animals such martins, fishers, and, once, a wolverine.  The wolves were out in the woods now, and most of the waterfowl had already departed for the northern breeding grounds.


I stopped to look at a stream and saw several large whitefish in a riffle.  There were pictures of tons of whitefish along the Athabasca River waiting for processing and shipment to New York.  At the time of the pictures, Ft. McMurray had a salt well for salt production.


Back at the Peter Pond Hotel, I found that Peter Pond was one of the first explorers in this part of Canada.  He retired back to Ohio and tore up parts of his diary that may have contained damaging information.  His descendents were not familiar with his artic adventures until a couple years ago when a newspaper reporter had interviewed them and told them what he had done.


I wandered through the Peter Pond Shopping Centre.  It had an Eaton's and 54 other stores - the normal variety, clothing, shoe, and specialty shops.  I stopped to see a local artist, Kalvin Swatzky, who painted local scenes of the river, snow, and northern lights.  The Whitehill Gallery also attracted my attention with photos and paintings of Newfoundland.  I talked with the owner for a while about what had occurred in Newfoundland in the past thirty years, and I bought a T-shirt and a copy of the Newfoundland Downhomer.  


I went to see Mr. Cree at his retirement home and found he was out of town with his nephew who usually acted as an interpreter.  He gets around pretty well for 104 years old.


The morning rain had washed pollen off of everything and left yellow watermarks on the sidewalks and streets.


The Newfoundland club was a couple blocks over, so I dropped by.  It was dark and smoky and had several dart games in progress but nothing for supper.  


Supper was at Taco Time, a Canadian chain of Mexican fast-food restaurants much like Taco Bell.


A variety of entertainment was available in Ft. McMurray - movies, live theatre, clubs, darts, paintball, curling, bingo, bowling, video rentals, golf, winter sports, hunting and fishing.  There were several parks and the schools and churches and the YMCA also offered a variety of outlets for everyone.
                                                                


Early Sunday morning I packed up, checked out and left for Athabasca.  I  stopped to look at a beaver pond and the airport.  There was practically no traffic.  I was surprised that no one took advantage of the straight empty road to see how fast their car would go.  


I stopped several times to look at the recovering burned area noting the young fir and birch among the burned logs.

Athabasca

A Northern Harrier, white with dark wing tips, flipped its wings overhead and dropped about four feet straight down onto some unseen prey.


The first fields began about ten km north of Wandering River.  A sign pointed the way to a Ukranian Orthodox Church.  I laughed at the Century 21 sign on a house that was falling down.  


Near Donatville, the radio station from Athabasca played "When the Crabgrass Blooms" from the 1940's.


About noon, I reached Athabasca.  Athabasca Landing had been a landing on the Athabasca River for the HBC trading post.  After the gold rush was over, the name was shortened to Athabasca in 1913.  The town now calls itself "The Land of the Whispering Hills."  


I passed the turnoff to the Athabasca hospital from route 55 and knew I was getting close.  The top of one last hill found the town spread out along the river.

  
Half a mile beyond the Tawatinaw River was the intersection with Highway 2 from Edmonton.  Highway 2 serves as the main street and T-boned into Highway 55 near where the HBC post and warehouses had been.  This riverside site now contains a lumberyard and city park.  The abandoned depot, built back in the teens, was now a senior center, and an old rail car contained the visitor center.  Turning south on Route 2, I found my motel.


I called Mrs. Eileen Hendy who was formerly the town archivist.  She suggested I call Mrs. Marilyn Mol, who now volunteered in the archives, and Mr. Robert Tannas, who was on the board of directors.  I made an appointment with Mrs. Mol for 0900 Monday.


Mr. Tannas picked me up for a drive around town and supper with his family.  We drove down to the landing area where the HBC post had been located.  This was where Uncle Otto had said the boat had been built.  Mr. Tannas pointed out where the tent village had been and where many of the boats had been built in boat yards across the river.



A hairy woodpecker landed on a tree and began hopping around looking for beetle larvae.  Unsuccessful, he flew off.


We looked at the Klondike historical marker and the memorial marker for the Ukrainians who settled in the area, then drove across the river for a view from the other side.  The layout of the town was not appreciably different from a hundred years ago.


Highway 2 or Strathcona Street was the old Athabasca Trail from Edmonton.  This 90 mile trail had been built by HBC in 1876 for $4,059.  


Uncle Otto said it took from 30 March to 2 April (four days) to make the trip by sleigh.   Their trip planning factor was that a two horse team could haul two tons twenty-two miles a day.  The diary of Warburton Pike, published as The Barren Ground of Northern Canada, stated that it took four days from Edmonton by wagon in June of 1889.  He commented that biting flies and mosquitoes had been terrible.  At least there were no biting flies and mosquitoes in March and early April or the mud mentioned in other accounts.


Some developers had proposed to build a mall on the river bank.  It was being fought because of the historic nature of the site.


We recrossed the river and went west of town to see where the saw mill might have been.  Uncle Otto mentioned that it was about three miles up stream.  Mr Tannas said the trees had been larger than those closer to town until a big fire at the turn of the century.  Athabasca University campus was built where the trees had been.


We made stops at the Brick School which was now the city library and archives and at the high school where he was librarian.  Mr Tannas loaned me a couple books to review overnight.  


Photographs in the archives shot in April, 1898, show no snow.  Uncle Otto noted temperatures up to 50°F.  Several pictures show tents and many boats in various stages of completion.  Uncle Otto and the Enterprise could have been in one of the pictures.


A tent city, known as "Little Chicago", spread over the floodplain on the east end of the current park where the Ta-wa-i-naw River entered the Athabasca River.  This smaller tributary would have had better water with less silt.


Other photographs shot in April 1898 and the town plan dated in April confirm Uncle Otto's description of Athabasca.  James MacGregor, in his book, The Klondike Rush through Edmonton, 1897-1898, mentioned a few more buildings, but he was in Athabasca a couple months later and the town had grown rapidly.  


Uncle Otto also mentioned the river was low.  Several pictures confirmed  this. La Niñia.

We looked at several other historic buildings around town and arrived at the Tannas' house about dark.


After supper we looked at his book collection and found several references to the Enterprise and to people mentioned in the diary.  Several of the rapids are now known by other names.  Uncle Otto's Holier Rapids is the Brule or Burned Rapids; Drowned Rapids is Boiler Rapids where a HBC boiler had been lost; Dr. Jule Fow Rapids is Rapides du Joli Fou.  


I spent half the night reading the books and making notes.  We had identified Uncle Otto's Captain Short as Captain Shot or Shott.  His name came from having been the first to take a boat from Lac La Biche through Grand Rapids to Fort Chipewyan.  He was a Métis (real name Louis Fousseneuve) from Lac La Biche.  I found that he charged $25 for the trip at this first of the season but later in the year had charged $100 for the same trip.


I also discovered the problem between Mrs. Brund and the Enterprise crew.  She was pregnant.


After midnight, I drove down to the landing to see the stars and the northern lights Uncle Otto might have seen a hundred years ago.

A Connection
A hundred years ago tonight 

my great-uncle Otto

could have stood on this very spot

amidst horsetails and budding willows

surrounded by tents of his fellow adventurers

waiting for the water to rise,

all waiting to go north

They had never heard of la Niña
that had caused a low snow pack 

that resulted in low water

and an early spring.

He probably stood on this spot, 

looked at the same North Star 

almost over head in the black sky,

and seen the flickering northern lights.

He was family. 

I can understand his enjoyment of the night, 

feel his impatience to get underway,

sense the responsibility for leading the trip,

boldly looking forward to the challenge.

I feel ghostly cool breeze

and know I have made contact with the past

on this historic spot

on this historic night.

                                           carl/980510

*****


Mrs. Mol picked me up Monday morning.  We stopped by the high school and dropped off the books I had borrowed from Mr. Tannas.  Then we went to go through the archives.  I bought a copy of Athabasca Landing: An Illustrated History, published by the Athabasca Historical Society in 1986 for the 75th anniversary of the founding of Athabasca.  It is a very good source of information.  I also bought copies of several pictures of Athabasca Landing in 1898         including one of a  vessel similar to the Enterprise. 

  
Mrs. Mol had additional information about Mrs. Brund and her baby.  A little boy had been born about New Year's day in 1899 at Fort McPherson.  This was reported in Klondike Women: True Tales of 1897-98 Gold Rush by Melanie J. Mayer.  Mayer quoted Emily Craig's diary, which had been  published as A Pioneer Woman in Alaska.  Mrs. Craig had met Mrs. Brund when the Enterprise arrived at Ft. McPherson on July 14, 1898.  The Brunds left the Enterprise and went with the Craigs to Destruction City on the Rat River but returned to the Fort McPherson in August.  Mrs. Craig assisted in Mrs. Brund's delivery.  This will require additional research.


Mrs. Mol took me on a tour of historic Athabasca followed by lunch with her and her physician husband.  Her mother was working on a brochure for the Klondike celebration and wanted to use some of Uncle Otto's comments so I was invited to supper for moose roast.


It was an interesting evening talking of local history of Athabasca,  living in the area, , Canadian schools and medicine and impressions of their trip to Los Angeles and Disneyland. 

Loose Ends

I left Athabasca for Edmonton early Tuesday morning.  Highway  2 followed the old Athabasca Trail, through rolling hills and fields of sprouting grain.  It was normally about an hour's drive south to Edmonton.


I must have missed a turn near Clyde, because about the time I should have been in Edmonton I was driving through farm lands and an increasing amount woods.  When I stopped to look at the map, I found I was almost to Ft. Assiniboine. This fort on the Athabasca River was on one of the land routes to the Yukon.


I turned back and took Highway 33 from Barrhead through farms and ranches to Gunn.  Road repair work stopped traffic for a few minutes.


It was a short hop from Gunn to the intersection with Highway 16 to Edmonton.  Near Stony Plain, I turned south on Highway 60 to the University of Alberta's Devonian Botanical Center to see the Master Gardener program.  The road led south through the Stony Plains Reservation.  The entrance to the botanical center was not well marked.  The only indication was a sign half a mile on either side of the entrance.


The parking lot was full of school busses carrying middle school classes taking an ecology field trip.  The Master Gardener would not be in until after lunch, so I had lunch at the garden tea house and toured the garden.


I began in the tropical plant house with its orchids, cactus and bromeliads.  Next was the butterfly house with tropical butterflies whose pupa were bought from commercial sources. 


The Alberta regional exhibits were well done and mostly in perennials.  Many of the species I had never seen in the wild.  The interpretive beds included herbs, poisonous plants, plants used by Native Americans, and medicinal plants.  There were several ponds of aquatics and plots by plant families.  The park was maintained by the university using a lot of student labor and volunteers.   


About 2 PM I found Gordon Nielson. He was the director and entire staff of the Alberta Master Gardener program.  We discussed the program and his activities.  His students came from all over Alberta, and his biggest problem is retention.


I asked about the bee hives I had seen in several places.  Some of the beekeepers had begun holding and feeding their bees over winter instead of bringing them up from the States.


I left about 4 PM to find my motel.  It was near the West Edmonton Mall, the largest mall in the world so why not visit?  The Mall covers almost a square mile (48 city blocks).  It had ten major department stores and over 800 other businesses (100 eateries, 55 shoe stores, 35 jewelry stores, 200 specialty shops).  It also had several night clubs, a 28 lane bowling facility, an 18-hole miniature golf course, a year around ice rink, amusement park, a water park, and the Fantasyland Hotel.  Interesting.


Early Wednesday morning I called the Edmonton papers again finding the people I wanted to contact were still not available.  I called the local Public Radio station and got a recording.


I called the Provincial Indians Affairs office and spoke to Neil Reddekop about finding out about the guide Uncle Otto called "Suzie".  He said he had heard the name and thought that it was probably a corruption of the Christian name Joseph or Josie.  He would see if there was any documentation.


I left for Calgary about 10 AM.  Highway 2 had been the old stage road but was now a four-lane divided highway.  The land was flat to Panoka then low hills began and prairie dog colonies.  The prairie dog had come with the clearing of the land.


About midway to Calgary was the town of Red Deer.  I stopped at the visitor center to find the age of Red Deer and the surrounding towns.  Red Deer  was settled early but not organized as a town until after the turn of the century.  It called itself the town within a park         because of the extensive trail system.  There were numerous hotels and condos for this relatively small town.  I stopped for lunch in Red Deer.  The only really memorable thing was ordering ice tea and getting canned Nestea with sugar and lemon.


South of Red Deer, I came across a group of about a dozen Redtail hawks sitting in a field.  I stopped to watch as they broke up and flew off in different directions.  It was probably a migratory flock of young males.  This was the second time in a year that I had seen this flocking.  The other was in early fall in western Oklahoma.


South of Bowden the land was low rolling hills with fields being plowed.  The area was behind in rainfall for the year.  The soil was dry and dust clouds could be seen for miles.  Big dust devils walked across or just stood in the middle of the dry fields.  It looked like the plowing actually helped generate the dust devils.


Near Acme was a small range of hills.  These hills flattened out just north of Calgary.  I passed the airport and stopped at three book stores on the way to the night's motel.


It would still be light for several hours so I drove out to Drumheller to see the Dinosaur Trail and the Hoodoos.  The route was east on the TCH to Strathmore then north up Highway 21 to Highway 9 and east to Drumheller.


Horseshoe Canyon viewpoint and visitor center was a surprise.  Rolling hills suddenly had a badlands canyon carved by glaciation and river action.  Cretaceous marine deposits and coal seams were         exposed.  This collection of box canyons had no water source but had been used to hide stolen cattle and horses.  The sides were steep but climbable unlike some of the hard rock box canyons in the western US.


Just west of Drumheller the road dropped into the valley carved by the Red Deer River.  The Dinosaur Museum (officially, the Tyrell Museum of Paleontology named for Dr. J.B. Tyrell who found the first dinosaur in 1889) was closed for the day.  The Dinosaur Trail was part of the public road system and was open.  One problem was that the Bleriot ferry across the river that connects the two halves of the Trail was not running until 1 June.  I chose to look at the Hoodoos near East Coulee first.


The canyon narrowed as it proceeded eastward.  The hills were of white Cretaceous limestone streaked with reddish iron and black coal seams.  Hoodoos were wind-carved pillars of limestone capped with more resistant rock.  Unlike the 20-30 foot Hoodoos near Banff, the largest Hoodoo I saw here was about ten feet tall.

  
The valley had once supported several coal mines.  Old mining towns of Wayne, Cambia and Rosedale still survive along the river.


An old swinging bridge that had lead to the Star Mine was closed to all but foot traffic.  


Back at Drumheller I started northwest up the Dinosaur Trail.  The trail passed the golf course and the Little Church.  The Church was a miniature church of about 50 square feet, but it boasts a congregation of about 10,000 visitors a year - six at a time.


Horsethief Canyon viewpoint provided a view of a hundred million years geological history.  It dropped almost 400 feet to the Red Deer River.  


Further on through the wheat fields was an intersection that led to the ferry.  The road was steep and the ferry not open for the season yet.  I took the road to Munson and back to Drumheller through rolling grain fields and oil wells.


The trip back went through Rosebud and along farm road 564.  Wheat fields stretched as far as I could see (6-8 miles) in the gathering dusk.  Smoke from the forest fires made the setting sun a golden fireball.  It  was finally getting dark as I arrived back at the motel about 10 PM.


Thursday was go home day.  I packed and loaded the car.  The banks opened at 10 AM, and I bought enough Canadian money to pay the car rental.  


I found another used book store that had nothing I needed.  I walked down the street and chose a Greek restaurant for lunch.


When I got the car checked in I had about a dollar in Canadian change left.  The plane left on time through a smoky forest fire haze.  Five hours later I was back in San Antonio and, ironically,  found the city cloaked in smoke from Mexican wildfires.


CARL LAHSER


10 May 1998

Animals and Plants seen  

4-10 May 98

Alberta Animals

Red Squirrel
Tamiasciurus hudsonicus
Ft. McMurray

Ground Squirrel
Citellus richardsoni
Icefields Parkway

Prairie Dog

Cynomys gunnisoni
Fields north of Calgary

Timber Wolf
Canis lupus

near Jasper

Coyote

Canis latrans

near Mariana

Elk


Cervus canadensis
Banff and Jasper

Moose

Alces alces


Icefields Parkway

Big horn Sheep
Ovis canadensis

Jasper

Alberta Birds
Rednecked Grebe 

Podiceps grisegena
Great Blue Heron  

Ardea herodias
Canada Goose  


Branta canadensis
Mallard  



Anas platyrhynchos
Canvasback  


Aythya valisineria
Goldeneye  


Bucephala clangula
Northern Harrier  

Circus cyaneus
Red-tailed Hawk  

Buteo jamaicensis
Merlin  



Falco columbarius
Peregrine Falcon  

Falco peregrinus
Killdeer  



Charadrius vociferus
Ring-billed Gull  


Larus delawarensis
Downy Woodpecker 

Dendrocopus pubescens
Purple Martin  


Progne subis
Tree Swallow
  

Iridoprocne bicolor
Gray Jay  



Perisoreus 
canadensis
Black-billed Magpie  

Pica pica
American Crow 
 

Corvus brachyrhynchos
Robin  



Turdus migratorius
European Starling  

Sturnus vulgaris
White-throated Sparrow
Zonotrichia albicollis
Red-winged Blackbird  

Agelaius phoeniceus
Common Grackle  

Quiscalus quiscula
Brown-headed Cowbird
Molothrus ater
Purple Finch  


Carpodacus purpureus  

House Sparrow  


Passer domesticus
Alberta Butterflies
Mourning Cloak 

Nymphalis antiopa

Mariana

Monarch  


Danus plexipus


Mariana


Sharp-Veined White  
Pieris napi



Mariana



Blue
                           ?? 
                                     Mariana                                                                                                   

Alberta Plants
Horsetails


Equisetum hyemale

Athabasca

Fir



Abies balsamea


all over

Prostrate Juniper

Juniperus horizontalis

Banff

cattail 


Typha latifolia


potholes

Aspen


Populus tremuloides

mountains

White Birch


Betula papyrifera


flat lands

River Alder


Alnus rugosa

ponds and river banks

Beaked Hazelnut

Corylus cornuta

roadside

Mountain Ash

Sorbus scopulina

Edmonton

Lilac



Syringa sp.


Edmonton

