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DEDICATION 

Tom Miyata worked in his quiet, persistent, and eloquent way for over three decades to preserve and protect Quetico Park. He fought harder, longer, and more effectively than anyone I know to make Quetico a wilderness park and to ensure that it remained that way. Everyone who loves a wild Quetico owes Tom a deep debt of gratitude.

I was, and still am, inspired and motivated by Tom Miyata and his love of the outdoors, his knowledge, his enthusiasm for life, and his passion for wilderness. My family and I were blessed to have known him and his family. He is a central figure in many of my best memories of canoeing, camping, fishing, hunting and — more importantly — he was a dear friend.

This book is dedicated to Tom Miyata. A huge hole was created in the fabric of my life when he died in 2007.
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NEAR TO NATURE’S HEART: 
AN EXPLANATION 

In 1897, William and Jennie Richardson set off on their honeymoon. They travelled by birchbark canoe into the centre of Quetico, along with their Indian guides. At the conclusion of their three-week trip, Jennie noted, “it is good to be so near to nature’s heart, even if for so brief a space.”1

This book is a series of writings about the natural and human history of a place that was set aside early enough that it still contains intact ecosystems with an aura of the past. The phrase “near to nature’s heart” summarizes the feelings of those who, like myself, treasure the time they have been able to spend in Quetico.
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INTRODUCTION 




Much of my adult life has revolved around Quetico Park. For twelve summers, my wife Marie and I worked as Quetico Park rangers at Beaverhouse Lake, Cache Bay, and Prairie Portage. Those wonderful years inspired me to return to school when I was forty-five years old. After my degree was completed, we returned to northwestern Ontario and I spent six summers conducting archaeological research in Quetico Park while teaching biology and chemistry at Confederation College in Thunder Bay. I continued to teach at the college until my retirement a few years ago.

Working as a park ranger and researcher, I made numerous canoe trips into Quetico Park and a few into the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW). In addition, I have snowshoed and canoed extensively in the park for my own enjoyment. All of these trips provided opportunities to take photos and provided the background necessary for writing this book. The chapters were written specifically for this book, but some are substantially revised and updated from articles that appeared in the Boundary Waters Journal, the Chronicle Journal (Thunder Bay), the Globe and Mail (Toronto), and Canoesport Magazine. 

I grew up in Montevideo, a small farming community on the prairies of southern Minnesota, and went to Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota. After a canoe trip in the early 1960s, I became infatuated with canoeing and Quetico Park. Years later, I met Marie Pelkola, who had worked many summers at the Minnesota (now Voyageur) Outward Bound School and had taken many trips into Quetico Park and the BWCAW. Our mutual interest in canoeing and a desire to live in the north caused us to move to Atikokan, Ontario, in 1973.

We bought a small resort with Rob and Martha McManus, another couple from Minnesota, and quickly became immersed in the wonderful diversity of Atikokan. Our arrival coincided with the controversy over logging in Quetico Park and we met local people, such as Tom and Bettina Miyata, who were active and outspoken in their support for the cessation of logging in the park. We slowly lost our “Mercan” accents, adopted Canadian ways, and learned the local vernacular. This includes: putting vinegar on our chips (french fries); wiping our faces with serviettes (paper napkins); wearing toques (stocking caps) and Sorels (winter boots) when it gets cold; catching pickerel (walleyes), lawyers (burbots), and hammer handles (small northern pike) through the ice; putting on clean gotch (underwear) in the morning before plugging in the electric kettle; and sitting on chesterfields (sofas) drinking Molson Stock Ale while watching the Habs (Montreal Canadiens) or the Leafs (Toronto Maple Leafs) on Hockey Night in Canada.
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MAP 1: QUETICO PARK AND SURROUNDING AREA 

Ontario’s Quetico Park lies adjacent to the Boundary Water Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) in Minnesota.

After a few years we sold our resort and were hired to work as rangers in Quetico Park. It was, for us, the perfect job. Bob Hayes, a Quetico Park ranger in the 1940s and a friend of Marie’s parents in Winton, Minnesota, told me that when he first flew into Basswood Lake in 1943 he felt that “he was descending into the ultimate paradise.” Not surprisingly, Marie and I had similar feelings when we flew into Beaverhouse Lake for the first time in 1976.

We were fortunate to have an amazing group of co-workers in Quetico Park. The other park rangers, portage crew, naturalists, and park supervisors were an extremely enthusiastic, dedicated, and diverse group of people. Joe and Vera Meany, Mike and Priscella O’Brien, Wilber and Bernice Hyatt, Glen Nolan, Carrie Frechette, Janice Matichuck, Shirley Peruniak, Shan and Margie Walshe, Bob and Sally Burns, Dave Elder, Mike Barker, Gary Parker, Wayne Bourque, Lorne Morrow, Dan Romanson, and Hillary Petrus are just a few of those who greatly enriched our lives.

Mike Barker, the district manager for the Atikokan District of the Ministry of Natural Resources from 1973 to 1979, would begin the park’s spring introductory staff session by reminding us that we were working in the best park in Ontario and that we were the best in the world at what we did. We all believed he was right in both assertions. From 1976 through 1987 we worked as park rangers and those years, from my biased perspective, were the “golden age” of Quetico Park.

When we began working at Beaverhouse Lake, Quetico was blessed in having Shan Walshe and Shirley Peruniak, two outstanding full-time naturalists. Doug Haddow, George Holborn, and Sally Burns also worked as naturalists at times during those years when learning more about Quetico’s natural history was given a high priority. Shan Walshe motivated me, along with thousands of others, to learn more about plants and their role in the environment. He taught by example and loved the fieldwork involved in being a park naturalist. As often as possible he went on canoe trips and spent a minimum amount of time at a desk at French Lake. There are many canoeists who have fond memories of encounters with Shan on portages, in bogs or swamps, along the shorelines of lakes, or anywhere an unusual plant had caught his attention.

Shirley Peruniak’s interest in the human history of Quetico, her enthusiasm, and depth of knowledge inspired me to learn more about the park’s past. I was strongly influenced by Shirley’s example of talking to — and more importantly, listening to — the people of Lac La Croix. From the beginning, she persistently worked with the First Nations people there, a practice that was not common in the 1970s, to gather stories and photos documenting their past. By obtaining a better understanding of the role of the Lac La Croix First Nation in Quetico’s past, she helped pave the way for their having a greater say in Quetico’s future.

Shirley has a special gift for getting people to talk freely about the past. She has compiled tapes of Atikokan, Lac La Croix, Ely, and Grand Marais residents, loggers, bush pilots, trappers, poachers, park rangers, and anyone else she could find with knowledge of Quetico’s history. These tapes, along with a treasure trove of photos and information gathered by Shirley and other park staff, have been compiled by Andrea Allison at the John B. Ridley Research Library in the Quetico Park Information Pavilion at French Lake.

My years in the park — particularly experiencing the beauty and mystery of pictographs and seeing evidence of ancient quarry activity on Knife Lake — stimulated an interest in archaeology. I went back to school in 1986 to obtain a masters degree in anthropology at Trent University in Peterborough, Ontario. The research I conducted focused primarily on the first people to enter Quetico Park after the retreat of the glacier some thirteen thousand years ago.

Most of my research was funded by the Quetico Foundation, but my final summer’s research in Quetico was made possible by the assistance of the Friends of Quetico. Marie was one of the original board members when it was formed in 1984 and I currently serve on the board. The goals of the Friends of Quetico include furthering education and supporting research in Quetico Park. A percentage of the profits from this book will go to supporting ecological research in the park, particularly fieldwork employing students from Atikokan and Lac La Croix. The future of Quetico depends on the involvement of young people, especially those from communities near the park, in its preservation.

While researching Knife Lake’s stone quarries, it became apparent to me that, in order to understand various aspects of how, when, and why this particular rock type was chosen for tools by Quetico’s earliest residents, I had to become familiar with more than just archaeology and geology. I found that the same type of broad approach was needed when writing chapters for this book. Understanding carnivorous plants and the bogs they grow in, for example, requires some understanding of chemistry, symbiotic relationships, plant ecology, and even the glacial history of the area. For all the chapters, I tried to integrate information from a variety of fields of study in order to make the stories more complete and understandable.

My interest in using photography to illustrate aspects of plant and animal life led me to investigate the insides of pitcher plants, the Lilliputian world of ground lichens, and the tracks of otter sliding across the snow. Fast shutter speeds can stop a running moose dead in his tracks as he continues to run, while very long exposures of rapids and falls can reveal aspects of moving water that the eye doesn’t see. The images used to highlight, clarify, and expand specific topics or items mentioned in the text are an essential ingredient of this book.

The themes of Quetico’s long and varied human history, glacial effects on the landscape, symbiosis, ecological interactions, and my own experiences in Quetico Park are threads that run through and, hopefully, tie this book together. I strove to make the Native Canadian past, which is unfortunately often referred to as “pre-history,” part of our shared history. Ecologists have coined the term “deep ecology” to include humans as an integral part of the environment rather than just outside observers. It is my intent that this book reflect a “deep history” of Quetico Park, where the symbiotic relationship between humans, both Native and non-Native, and the land is a primary focus.

Anthropologist Norman Hallendy quoted an Inuit shaman who told him, “From time to time, the spirits seek us out because they are in need of human warmth for a little while. This is the time to listen very carefully to what they are saying because they are trying to tell us what we are really thinking.”1 I have tried to listen carefully — to spirits that sought me out, to fellow humans that I sought out, and to the land — and then to write and photograph as accurately as possible about what I have learned. 



PRELUDE 

QUETICO: ONE HUNDRETH ANNIVERSARY 
OF A “MAGIC LAND”

I 1909, Ernest Oberholtzer, a pioneer in preserving the Quetico-Superior region, made a canoe trip in Quetico with his Ojibwa friend Billy Magee. They saw moose almost every day; they were intrigued by the pictographs they encountered; they marvelled at the beauty of Rebecca Falls and Sue Falls; and they saw large stands of old pine, including a white pine on Jean Lake that they estimated to be one-and-a-half metres in diameter. This was Oberholtzer’s first extensive trip into the Quetico-Superior region and the experience inspired him to dedicate his life to preserving its wilderness character.

As Oberholtzer and Magee zigzagged across Quetico, in addition to the wondrous scenery and wildlife, they found many examples of human impact on the landscape. They saw foundations for the Hudson Bay Company post on the Pickerel Lake to Dore Lake portage, dams on the Maligne and Knife rivers, a logging camp on the Knife River, and a trading post on Basswood Lake. They also talked to rangers patrolling for poachers and putting out fires. And on numerous occasions they encountered Ojibwa people. During their journey they noticed pole structures for spearing sturgeon on the Namakan River; saw cedar strips drying for baskets and bear pelts hanging on racks at Lac La Croix; stayed on a site where birchbark canoes were made on Poohbah Lake; and came upon an Ojibwa couple in a birchbark canoe using a blanket for a sail on Kawnipi Lake.

Recalling his trip years later, Oberholtzer noted that Quetico in 1909 was such a special place that the Indians felt “that there is a spiritual power back of it all.” He noted that “it was no wonder that they had traditions and felt spirits in there, it had a spirituality about its appearance, you felt you were in kind of a magic land.”1

Native peoples have a long history in Quetico. Over twelve thousand years ago, near the end of the last ice age, Palaeo-Indians moved into the area. They were followed by a series of Native cultures culminating with the Sioux, Cree, and, finally, the Ojibwa, who inhabited the area when the first white settlers arrived. Those settlers, some of whom remained in the Quetico-Superior, were part of a diverse group of people that began traversing this terrain in the 1600s: European explorers searching for the Pacific Ocean, voyageurs transporting trade goods and furs, and surveyors and geologists paving the way for settling the area west of Lake Superior. As well, Grey Nuns travelling to Winnipeg in 1844 to set up a school; the 1870 Wolseley expedition to quell the Riel Rebellion in Manitoba; settlers heading west along the Dawson Route; and trappers, park rangers, poachers, timber cruisers, loggers, and miners all comprise just a small sample of those who have moved along Quetico’s waterways after the arrival of the Europeans.
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MAP 2: QUETICO PARK 

This contemporary map of Quetico Park can be used to find most of the locations mentioned in the text.
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ABOVE 

Billy Magee paddles on a lake in the newly created Quetico Forest Reserve while on a canoe trip with Ernest Oberholtzer in 1909.
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A golden September sunrise in the Rawn Narrows of Pickerel Lake is an indication of the magic that still exists in Quetico. 

One hundred years after Quetico was first set aside, we walk many of these same portages and pitch our tents on the same campsites where everyone from Palaeo-Indians to Oberholtzer and Magee spent the night. We are fortunate that Quetico was protected early enough that its combination of a glorious, mainly undisturbed, landscape and its long and varied human history still retains the magic that Oberholtzer found in 1909.

PROTECTING THE 
QUETICO-SUPERIOR REGION 

Although Native peoples, European explorers, and fur traders routinely traversed the Quetico-Superior region by canoe, it was very difficult to construct roads and railway lines through its maze of bedrock and water. Consequently, the Quetico-Superior was largely untouched by the industrial age until the late 1800s. When development came, however, it came with a rush.

Just south of the border, the town of Ely, Minnesota, was connected to the Duluth and Iron Range Railroad in 1888. Expansion of the railroad was triggered by the discovery of iron ore. The first iron mine opened south of Ely in Soudan, Minnesota, in 1882. Iron ore was also found near Ely and by 1890 there were ten operating or proposed mines near the town. Logging was in high gear in 1895 when the Knox Lumber Company sawmill in Winton, Minnesota, cut 20 million board feet of lumber. Just three years later, another logging company, Swallow and Hopkins, bought land on Fall Lake in Winton to build their sawmill. By 1900, logging was occurring on Basswood Lake and Swallow and Hopkins constructed the Four Mile Portage (seven kilometres) to facilitate the transport of logs from Basswood Lake to Fall Lake. Logging spread swiftly along the Minnesota side of the border lakes from Crooked Lake to Knife Lake.

North of the border, there was a flurry of mining activity. The Jackfish Mine, one of the first gold mines2 in Ontario, was opened east of Quetico after gold was discovered in 1870 and was functioning by the 1880s. By 1895, two additional gold mines were operating, one west of Atikokan at Mine Centre and one east of Atikokan at Sapawe. In 1897, the Geological Survey of Canada found indications of iron ore just north of Atikokan beneath the water of Steep Rock Lake. This rich ore deposit would become the Steep Rock Iron Mine when the demand for iron ore soared during the Second World War. A smaller but more accessible iron ore deposit, called the Atikokan Iron Mine, was in production from 1905 to 1913. Meanwhile, prospectors found iron ore deposits along the Man Chain west of Saganaga Lake. In addition to gold and iron mines, in 1902, a copper mine was also in operation at Burchell Lake, east of the future Quetico Park.

By the turn of the century, a railway passing just north of Quetico was under construction. In 1901, a ceremonial “silver spike” was driven in at Atikokan to mark the completion of the Canadian Northern Railway linking Winnipeg and Port Arthur (now part of Thunder Bay). By that date, sawmills operating near the railway west of Atikokan at Calm Lake and Mine Centre were supplying lumber for rail-line construction and repairs, as well as lumber-camp development. Timber cruisers had laid out two timber berths in the northern part of the future Quetico Park in 1891, and, with the railway completed, there was now a means of getting logs, sawed lumber, and ore to markets in other parts of Canada.

With the rapid depletion of natural resources, private citizens and government officials in both the United States and Canada were becoming increasingly concerned about the destruction and waste that accompanied the boom in logging and mining. Shan Walshe, an outstanding Quetico Park naturalist from 1970 to 1991, noted that “After hundreds of years of regarding the wilderness as an enemy to be exploited and destroyed, some people in the United States and Canada began to have a change of heart … fearing that their natural character and strength would disappear along with the wilderness.”3

In the Quetico-Superior region, the initial impetus for setting aside areas protected from these rapid and extensive developments seemed to come primarily from the United States. This was primarily because the resource exploitation was more extensive on that side of the border. A key figure in the preservation movement in Minnesota was Christopher C. Andrews, who had been the American ambassador to Sweden and Norway from 1872 to 1882. After seeing how tree-planting, fire suppression, and other conservation efforts in Scandinavia had improved their forests, he decided that these practices would also be beneficial for forests in Minnesota. When he became Minnesota’s forestry commissioner, he instigated similar procedures. In 1900, Andrews successfully lobbied Congress to set aside the Cass Lake Forest Reserve in north-central Minnesota, the first forest in the United States to be managed by forestry principles. When he canoed from Basswood Lake to Crane Lake in 1905, he saw that the border areas also had potential for recreational activities. He urged Minnesota and Ontario to join together to create “an international forest reserve and park of very great beauty and interest.”4

Concern over the preservation of Canadian resources was also growing as the trees, in particular, were rapidly disappearing. Clifford Sifton, Canada’s minister of the Interior from 1896 to 1905, noted that Ontario and Canada were “spending their forest capital instead of living on the interest.”5 The Ontario government responded to the pressure for action by passing the Forest Reserves Act in 1898, which offered protection of timber from logging. Although governments were making progress in preserving forests, the public was more concerned that moose and other game animals were declining at an alarming rate. Moose were especially vulnerable because the numerous logging and mining camps required great quantities of fresh meat. Professional hunters provided game for logging and mining camps; a single logging camp would consume fifty to one hundred moose — known as “pine beef” — in a winter. Trophy hunters were adding to the problem by killing moose just for their antlers.
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MAP 3: THE PROPOSED QUETICO FOREST RESERVE 

From its modest beginning as a Forest Reserve, Quetico has evolved into a world-renowned wilderness park.

The member of Ontario’s Parliament from Fort Frances, William A. Preston, was disturbed by the effects of hunting and poaching on game populations and worked to establish a game refuge in Quetico. He found an unexpected ally in officials of the Canadian Northern Railway, who thought that the railway could benefit if the Quetico area could be promoted as a tourist destination. The combined efforts of an unlikely coalition of fish and game associations, conservationists, railway executives, and government officials, were able to successfully make their case for protection for game animals.

The interest on both sides of the border to create greater resource protection came to fruition in 1909. On February 13, 1909, the United States set aside the Superior National Forest. Minnesota followed their example and created the Superior Game Refuge to protect moose and other game animals. On April 1, 1909, just six weeks after the creation of the Superior National Forest, Ontario established the Quetico Forest Reserve. In retrospect, a remarkable degree of co-operation and foresight was shown by government agencies in both countries when they established these adjacent protected areas.
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Robert Readman, chief fire ranger in Quetico, cooks on a campsite in the Quetico Forest Reserve in August of 1909. That fall, he and Ephram Crawford were appointed Quetico’s first park rangers.

The Order-in-Council that officially established the Quetico Forest Reserve declared: “In view of the large quantity of pine timber in this territory the lands therein should be withdrawn from location settlement or sale and kept in a state of nature as much as possible.”6 Although public pressure for a Quetico reserve came primarily from concerns over the plummeting number of moose, the creation of a forest reserve rather than a game reserve indicated that the desire to protect the large stands of pine was the Ontario government’s main reason for preservation. Protection of moose and other game animals was secondary to preserving timber, with its considerable economic value.

In a forest reserve, timber could be withdrawn from sale, but still be available for harvesting in later years. To protect the resource, funding was concentrated on fighting fires and the remaining funds were not adequate to protect moose or other game animals. During the first few years of the forest reserve’s existence, it became apparent that moose hunting and the poaching of fur-bearers was occurring on a large scale. A 1912 government report on the Quetico Forest Reserve noted: “At the present time no protection is afforded the reserve from October to May, and the very abundance of the big game and fur-bearing animals undoubtedly offers very great temptation to the hunter and trapper who is aware of this fact.”7 The report went on to note: “It is apparent that if the reserve is to fulfill its functions and to be conserved to posterity, greater expenditures will have to be devoted to the maintenance of a more adequate staff to protect it.”8

The Forest Reserve status provided a refuge for game animals, but in order to give more protection to them, Quetico Provincial Park was created in 1913. Quetico was the third provincial park in Ontario and the first created under the new Provincial Parks Act.9 Park status provided stricter regulations to protect game animals and funding to enforce the regulations. However, while animals were now protected, logging, mining exploration, and commercial fishing were allowed.
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The first ranger cabin in Quetico was built by Robert Readman and Ephram Crawford in the fall of 1909. This small but impressive building, complete with porch, rocking chair, bear-proof windows, and decorative moose antlers, was probably located on Ottawa Island on Basswood Lake.

QUETICO PARK AND 
FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE 

Unfortunately, there was also a downside to the creation of the park. Aubrey White, the deputy minister of Lands, Forests and Mines, noted the Ontario government’s position in a 1909 memorandum stating that although there were Native Reserves in the newly created park, “the Indians will not be interfered with.”10 This was not the reality of what occurred.

Two bands of Native peoples were directly affected by the creation of the Quetico Forest Reserve in 1909. Like other indigenous peoples throughout the western hemisphere, their populations had already been devastated by the onslaught of diseases introduced through European contact and now the game and fish resources they depended upon were being rapidly depleted by logging and mining camps. The Sturgeon Lake Reserve 24C was completely surrounded by the Quetico Forest Reserve. The Sturgeon Lake band was comprised of nomadic people who spent much of their time on Sturgeon Lake, but they chose Kawa Bay on Kawnipi Lake when forced to identify a single location for a reserve. When land for the their reserve was surveyed in 1877, there were fifty-two band members.
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MAP 4: THE KAWA BAY RESERVE 24C, 1890 

This 1890 map shows the location of Reserve 24C at the mouth of the Wawiag River. While it uses the Anishinaabe words for both the Wawiag River and Kawnipi Lake, the map was drawn at a time of transition and it also shows McKenzie Lake, named for the explorer Alexander Mackenzie, and Shelly (Shelley) Lake, said to be named for English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Although the mouth of the Wawiag River at Kawa Bay is a resource-rich area, it was not sufficient for their needs, and the band had to remain nomadic in order to take advantage of resources not on reserve land. The creation of the Quetico Forest Reserve on their traditional lands meant that their subsistence-hunting activities were now restricted, thus making their lives more tenuous. Another Native reserve, Lac La Croix Reserve 24D, was located at the southwest corner of the forest reserve. Although they were not surrounded by forest reserve land, band members were hampered in their seasonal movements and subsistence activities. In addition, their use of border lakes and other areas in Minnesota was compromised by the creation of the Superior National Forest.

As the Quetico game and fish wardens had the job of enforcing the ban on killing game animals, it was their responsibility to remove both bands from the Quetico Forest Reserve. A chance meeting between Leo Chosa, the operator of a Basswood Lake trading post, and Quetico wardens Robert Readman and Ephram Crawford led Leo to write government officials in December 1910. He was astonished and dismayed to discover that the bands were to be removed in mid-winter. Leo stated that, “I doubt very much that there exists today a civilized people under the sun that would uphold and compel its officers to enforce a law that would deprive a man of his home and throw his wife and little ones on the mercies of a northern winter to endure the tortures that the Indians in question will have to undergo if they are compelled to move from Hunter’s Island this winter.”11

Accounts vary as to whether the Natives were removed as originally planned. Most members of Kawa Bay (24C) found refuge with other bands, but primarily with the Lac La Croix band. Since government records indicate that they were still paying annuities to members of 24C until 1931, the park rangers — who undoubtedly knew many of the band members — may have “looked the other way” instead of rigorously enforcing the regulations. According to government records, by 1915 the number of people belonging to 24C had shrunk to just four people, a rapid decline from the twenty recorded four years earlier. The government dissolved the 24C Reserve in 1915 because there were so few surviving band members, but they continued to make annuity payments at Lac La Croix to 24C band members for many years.

In 1931, the Department of Indian Affairs reported that only two members of the Sturgeon Lake band were alive. They transferred them to the Lac La Croix Reserve and declared the band “extinct.” Contrary to this declaration, there currently are people from both the Lac La Croix First Nation and the Seine River First Nation who claim to be descendents of people from 24C. In 1950, the government of Ontario amended Quetico’s boundaries and 24C officially became park land. Although the government terminated 24C, the band never officially surrendered the land and the Lac La Croix First Nation filed a land claim in 1980. The matter is still pending.

THE EVOLUTION OF QUETICO PARK 

A major threat to Quetico Park occurred in 1925 when E.W. Backus, an American businessman with large timber holdings and owner of water-power rights along the border, proposed to build a series of dams along the international border. His plan for generating electricity would have turned Basswood, Crooked, Lac La Croix, and other border lakes into huge reservoirs, flooding thousands of hectares of land.

In 1928, Ernest Oberholtzer helped to set up the Quetico-Superior Council to fight the Backus plan and deal with other issues that affected the boundary waters. The ambitious Backus plan ran into opposition on many fronts, frustrating his efforts until his death in 1934. One of the interesting spin-offs of this controversy is that the Canadian Committee of the Quetico–Superior Council evolved into the Quetico Foundation in 1954. The foundation is still very active and continues to work quietly to preserve Quetico as a wilderness area. They have funded many books, and currently support a summer student research program enabling students from Atikokan and the Lac La Croix First Nation to participate in research in Quetico. The Quetico Foundation was the driving force behind the formation of the John B. Ridley Research Library at French Lake and continues to aid in the maintenance and growth of this facility.

The Shevlin-Clark Company began extensive logging in the northern part of Quetico Park in 1917, and by 1926 timber was being cut on Pickerel, French, Batchewaung, Jesse, Oriana, and Quetico lakes. At the same time, logging was occurring in Minnesota up to Quetico’s southern limit at the international boundary. Extensive logging was also taking place in the western part of Quetico in the 1930s, despite disruptions due to labour unrest. When the Ontario government announced that the old-growth pine near McNiece and Yum Yum lakes could be logged, there were so many letters of protest that the decision was reversed. This restriction resulted in protection for what is probably the largest stand of old-growth pine in Ontario.
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Tommy Mathieu of the J.A. Mathieu Lumber Company looks over pine logs on Lac La Croix in 1939.

Frank MacDougal was the first superintendent of Algonquin Provincial Park who was also a professional forester and a pilot. He promoted reforestation and utilized airplanes for law enforcement, fire protection, and emergencies. When he was appointed deputy minister of Lands and Forests in 1941, he began applying policies he had used in Algonquin Park to other Ontario parks. He instigated a “three hundred foot” shoreline reserve along all canoe routes in Quetico Park. Logging was already in decline and the depletion of merchantable timber resulted in the cessation of logging in the rest of Quetico in 1946. Lumbering in the park did not resume until the Jim Mathieu Lumber Company, from Fort Frances, Ontario, was issued a licence to log the northeast sector in 1961.

Public opposition to logging escalated rapidly as logging roads penetrated deeper into that portion of the park. Surprisingly, it was the Algonquin Wildlands League rather than the Quetico Foundation that would spearhead this opposition. The Quetico Foundation was comprised primarily of businessmen and professional people, a generally affluent group who were comfortable working with government agencies, but who were not at ease in confronting either them or logging companies. The Algonquin Wildlands League, on the other hand, was a group of younger businessmen, writers, teachers, and university professors who were accustomed to public confrontation. The league was formed in 1968, a time when public demonstrations were proving to often work better than quiet diplomacy. From the beginning, the Wildlands League took a more aggressive, adversarial approach when dealing with conflicts over logging and other issues in Algonquin Park in southern Ontario. The members were very adept at using the media to express their concerns, speaking out at meetings, and questioning government policies on natural resource issues such as logging.

Bruce Litteljohn, now a widely published writer, editor, and photographer from Bracebridge, Ontario, was a member of the Quetico Park Portage Crew from 1959 to 1962. He became an outspoken advocate of maintaining the ecological integrity of Ontario’s parks and was the leader in the Wildlands fight against logging in Quetico Park. His numerous articles on the negative environmental effects of logging and photographs of the roads and bridges in the northeastern part of the park helped bring the issue of logging to the public’s attention. In effect, Litteljohn was the primary “spark” that kept the logging issue burning. Many Minnesota environmentalists, including Sigurd Olson and Miron Heinselman, joined Ontarians in the battle to eliminate logging in the park, emphasizing that in Quetico Park the “logging issue is at heart an ecological issue.”12

At the same time, timber companies were working to make their case for the continuation of logging in the park. Their arguments focused on the number of jobs that would be lost if the sawmill in Sapawe — just north of Quetico Park — was shut down. However, those opposed to the continuation of logging made their case so effectively that the Ontario government decided it needed to determine the feelings of the general public about logging, as well as other issues affecting Quetico Park. This led to the formation of the Quetico Provincial Park Advisory Committee in 1971, mandated to gather public opinion and determine the future direction of Quetico.

The advisory committee received 263 written briefs and over 4,000 letters, and heard 144 oral briefs delivered at public hearings in Atikokan, Lac La Croix, Fort Frances, Thunder Bay, and Toronto. Presentations were overwhelmingly in support of stopping logging in the park, with many of the most eloquent and moving arguments coming from Atikokan canoe outfitter Charlie Erickson, Thunder Bay teachers Bill Addison and Dave Bates, and Fort Francis resident Irene Park. Addison recalled how Atikokan high school teacher Tom Miyata and his wife Bettina “made a subdued emotional plea in front of a hostile audience. When they finished, applause rocked the walls. It was apparent from the faces of the Committee members that they had been swayed.”13

It was clear that the opposition to logging was broadly based and not solely the sentiment of urbanites and suburbanites from southern Ontario. Testimony concerning the availability of wood outside park boundaries convinced the advisory committee that a logging ban would not damage the local economy. The government accepted committee recommendations to make Quetico a “primitive park,” which included a ban on logging, mining, and hunting. The committee proposed that the purpose of Quetico Park was “to preserve, in perpetuity, for the people of Ontario an area of wilderness not adversely affected by human activity and containing a natural environment of aesthetic, historical and recreational significance.”14

Environmentalists were relieved that their long battle to stop logging came into effect in 1973 when Quetico was classified as a Primitive Park. Mike Barker, the new district manager for the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) in Atikokan, was aware that if there were delays in building the roads and logging camps north of the park, local jobs and support for Quetico as a wilderness area would both be lost. With his guidance, the Ontario government and the logging companies were able to work together, and the transition from logging in the park to logging north of the park went smoothly.

The 1977 Quetico Park Master Plan was the next major step in the “wilding” process. Lands and Parks supervisor Dave Elder and regional park planner Dale Smith were the authors of this important document that solidified Quetico Park as a wilderness area. They used the recommendations of the Quetico Park Advisory Committeee as a template to guide the writing of the first Quetico Park master plan. A daily visitor quota system for each entry station, the prohibition of outboard motors and snowmobiles, a can and bottle ban, a maximum group size of ten, and the introductory steps in a prescribed burn plan were all implemented by this bold and progressive document. These changes weren’t undertaken in isolation. Since many of the same issues were being addressed in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW), as well, the two adjacent areas not only kept each other informed, they co-operated to make their systems work more efficiently. Since the United States Forest Service was the first to implement a Visitor Distribution Program and a can and bottle ban, Quetico was able to learn from its experiences.

Fergus “Fergy” Wilson became park superintendent in 1975 after serving as a park naturalist and park planner for the region. He was involved in the early stages of the preparation of the master plan and in his role as superintendent, he was responsible for its implementation. In addition to the changes listed above, the park boundaries were also adjusted. The water of Lac La Croix was taken out of the park and Batchewaung Lake and all of Saganagons Lake were included. To complete the transformations of Quetico that occurred in the 1970s, Quetico was officially classified as a Wilderness Park in 1978.

Many issues between the Lac La Croix First Nation and Quetico Park simmered below the surface, but few received much attention until the 1970s. When motor restrictions in Quetico Park were being considered, Lac La Croix band leaders became concerned that this would stop band members from using motors while guiding fisherman in the park. Compromises were reached with park officials that allowed the use of ten-horsepower motors when guiding on designated lakes in the park. Jay Leather, Quetico Park superintendent from 1987 to 2000, worked diligently investigating ways that the band could become more involved in, and benefit from, its relationship with the park. Steve Jourdain, the chief at Lac La Croix when Jay started as park superintendent, emphasized the importance of generating opportunities for employment that were not previously considered feasible for band members.

Master Plan reviews were conducted in 1982 and 1989, but only minor “tweaking” of the 1977 Master Plan occurred. A significant change in park policies occurred in 1991 when Bud Wildman, Ontario minister of Natural Resources, made an unprecedented statement in the Ontario legislature when he apologized to the Lac La Croix First Nation for “the lack of respect that has been shown for its people and its rights.”15 The Ontario government did more than just apologize; in 1994, they signed an Agreement of Co-existence with the Lac La Croix First Nation. This agreement seeks to compensate Lac La Croix for the displacement from their traditional homeland and loss of economic opportunities that occurred when Quetico was first set aside as a forest reserve in 1909. This agreement and the Revised Park Policy brought about significant changes by recognizing the problems that the creation of Quetico Park and current park policies have caused the people of Lac la Croix. 

The agreement also states: “The First Nation must be an active and full participant in the future planning, development and management of the Quetico area.…”16 Since the signing of the agreement, some advances have been made in making Lac La Croix a more active partner in park activities. Lac La Croix First Nation members staff the ranger stations at Lac La Croix and Beaverhouse Lake, band members have worked on interior portage crews,17 park warden and natural heritage education positions for band members have been funded, and a work centre has been developed. Progress has been slow, but there are obvious reasons why Lac La Croix would be distrustful of government promises. It will take time and positive actions on both sides before a more complete partnership in managing Quetico Park is reached. Finding a way to protect the wilderness character of the park and, at the same time, respecting the needs of the Lac La Croix First Nation are challenging issues that test the commitment and resolve of both parties.
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Chair of the Ontario Provincial Parks Council Lloyd Burridge, Lac La Croix Band Councillor Elaine Jourdain, Quetico Park historian Shirley Peruniak, Chief Leon Jourdain, and Park Superintendent Jay Leather gathered at the Lac La Croix First Nation for the signing of the Agreement of Co-existence in 1994. Leon Jourdain was Chief of the Lac La Croix First Nation and Jay Leather was Quetico Park superintendent during the negotiations for this important agreement.

Funding to implement the changes in the Master Plan and to hire additional staff in the late 1970s and early 1980s made it possible for the park not only to have full-time naturalist Shan Walshe, but supplementary naturalists, as well. The naturalist program, to Shan’s delight, was based on Mike Barker’s belief that “people in the field ought to be in the field. They should be in the bush and not sitting around in a bunch of offices.”18 Fieldwork for Shan’s authoritative book, Plants of Quetico and the Ontario Shield, his weekly newspaper column “Lynx Tracks,” and a substantial number of natural history pamphlets were produced during this period. In addition, Shirley Peruniak started compiling information on the history of Quetico Park that culminated in the publication of An Illustrated History of Quetico Provincial Park in 2000.

Shirley began gathering information on the human history of Quetico Park in the 1970s and spent time at Lac La Croix getting the First Nations side of the story. Working with band members, she compiled an impressive, multi-volume pictorial history of the Lac La Croix Reserve. Quetico Park and Lac La Croix have both benefited greatly from Shirley’s efforts, and, as a result of her style and ability to reach out, she was able to establish a strong bond, probably greater than by any park staff member before or since, with individuals at Lac La Croix.
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Shirley Peruniak has worked with Lac La Croix Elders to document their past in Quetico and the surrounding area. Here, Shirley is talking to Roy and Amelia Burnside at Lac La Croix in 1975.

The Friends of Quetico was established in 1984, the year Quetico Park celebrated its 75th anniversary. The primary goal of the Friends is the preservation of Quetico Park as a wilderness area, which they work toward by supporting research and projects whose objectives are to increase the understanding of the value of wilderness and of the natural and human history of the park. Over the past twenty-five years, they have funded research and published numerous books about Quetico, including An Illustrated History of Quetico Provincial Park, Plants of Quetico and the Ontario Shield, and The Birds of Quetico Park. They also provide financial support for students working in the natural heritage program and in the John B. Ridley Research Library at French Lake.

Another Master Plan review is scheduled for completion in 2009. Important and contentious issues — the park’s obligations in generating economic benefits for Atikokan residents, new access points into the interior, the role of fire, the treatment of artifacts found in the park, adjustments of park quotas, park fees, and the effects of climate change on the park — will be analyzed and decisions made on how to proceed in the ongoing quest to define Quetico’s role as a wilderness park.

QUETICO: THE WILDER TWIN 

Since their birth in 1909, the Quetico Forest Preserve and a portion of the Superior National Forest have matured into world-class wilderness canoe areas. In spite of their obvious similarities — both born in 1909 and both attaining wilderness protection status in 1978 — Quetico Park and the BWCAW are definitely more like fraternal than identical twins. Since their arrival one hundred years ago, their inherent differences and varying outside pressures have caused them to grow and mature along distinct but parallel paths. They now behave like siblings that co-operate to a large degree, but they also compete for customers and prestige. The most obvious difference is that the Superior National Forest is a multi-use public land area with only the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness being protected as a wilderness, while all of Quetico Provincial Park enjoys wilderness status.

Atikokan and Ely, along with the economies of northwestern Ontario and northern Minnesota, have not benefitted equally from the establishment of the twin parks. This became apparent very early. In 1921, Superintendent Hugh McDonald’s report for Quetico noted that access from the Canadian side was virtually impossible and “the result is that the money spent by … tourists is spent with American merchants instead of Canadians as we would desire.”19

In sharp contrast, five years prior to that glum pronouncement on the dificulty of entering Quetico from the north, the Ely Miner newspaper reported, “Tourists are arriving on every train and by auto from all over the country and are enjoying the canoe trips, the camping on lakes and Burntside facilities to the utmost.”20 This trend toward more tourists entering from the south has continued and geography is the primary reason. Ely has Minneapolis, Milwaukee, Chicago, and other large metropolitan areas within a day’s drive, while Atikokan is far removed from Canadian cities and a few hundred extra kilometres and a border-crossing from the American ones. A number of resorts and outfitters have aggressively marketed Ely as a destination for canoeing, fishing, and winter activies. As a result of their success, Ely is a thriving tourist destination known as “the Aspen of the North” and “The Canoe Capital of the World,” while Atikokan, “The Canoe Capital of Canada,” attracts far fewer tourists.

Differences in ease of access combined with the distribution of population dictates that most Quetico Park visitors are American, with relatively few Canadians using either Quetico or the BWCAW. In 1930, just six of 1,234 Quetico Park canoeists were Canadian and in 2006, only twelve percent of park visitors were Canadian. In addition, because of the dam at Prairie Portage, canoeists coming through Ely have direct towboat access to Quetico Park. It is much faster and far cheaper to reach Canada by towboat at Prairie Portage or to within a few kilometres of the Cache Bay ranger station than it is to drive around to the Canadian entry stations on the north side of the park.

Because of the preponderance of American users, Quetico has to struggle to keep its Canadian identity. Park rangers are often asked why the Canadian flag flies at the Prairie Portage and Cache Bay ranger stations. There have been times when canoeists told park rangers that their United States congressman was going to get the Quetico Park can and bottle ban and motor restrictions rescinded. Although these were simply confusions over which country the visitor was in, they also reflect the degree to which some Americans feel that Quetico is an extension of the United States.

The BWCAW is the only wilderness park in the United States east of the Rocky Mountains. The intensity of the controversies that arise over the use of this area are a testimony to its value to both the environmentalists and to those who treasure the way things were done prior to the restrictions now in place. A prosperous economy has built up around supplying and serving canoeists using the BWCAW, and the number of outfitters and others whose jobs depend on the flow of tourists puts a lot of pressure on the United States Forest Service to maintain high quotas. These intense pressures do not exist in Quetico Park, enabling Quetico to set more stringent quotas and charge higher fees without being overly concerned with the reaction of outfitters and canoeists from the United States. No latrines, no fire grates, no designated campsites and less stringently maintained portages contribute to the feeling that a truer wilderness experience can be found in Quetico than in the BWCAW.

Sometimes policies, however, have unintended effects. The trend over the last few decades to increase camping fees and the high cost associated with camping and fishing in Quetico has shifted the balance of visitors. There has been a decrease in the number of youth groups entering the park and a corresponding increase in the number of high-income people. Many people reading this book probably entered Quetico as a part of a church or youth group and these groups are now finding it more difficult to afford the park. There is a real fear that, unless this trend is reversed, Quetico will become primarily a park for the elite.

Although Quetico Park and the BWCAW have strong similarities, they are far from identical twins that happen to exist on different sides of the border. As Quetico and the BWCAW have made adaptations and changed into their current forms, Quetico has remained the “wilder” twin throughout this process. 

THE NEXT HUNDRED YEARS 

Quetico has undergone many changes since its beginnings as the Quetico Forest Reserve in 1909. The change in status to a provincial park in 1913 gave protection to moose and other game animals, but allowed logging to occur. Quetico’s designation as a wilderness park has protected it from logging and mining and its quota system has limited the abuse caused by over-use. More gradual, insidious forces, however, are currently at work. Acid rain, air pollution, and climate change do not respect park boundaries, and, as global pollution continues to increase, the water and air quality within Quetico Park is affected, as well. Anyone who has paddled in Quetico since the 1970s has noticed that the trend is for the ice to go out earlier and for lakes to freeze up later. Quetico Park lies in the transition zone between the boreal forests to the north and the primarily hardwood forests to the south. It seems as though Quetico Park is sliding south and becoming less boreal as the years go by.

Researchers on both sides of the border have found that maples, oaks, and other southern deciduous trees are increasing, while black spruce, white birch, black ash, and northern pines are in decline. Lee Frelich, a researcher from the University of Minnesota who has studied the forest composition of the BWCAW for eighteen years, has concluded that the combination of global warming and invasive species is rapidly changing the composition of our forests. The boreal nature of Quetico-Superior forests is clearly diminishing. Due to the milder winters over the last two decades, animals that have trouble dealing with very cold conditions and deep snow are moving into the area as the weather warms and snow cover decreases. In addition to an increase in the number of white-tailed deer, in recent years raccoons, grey fox, grey squirrels, skunks, and badgers have been seen in or near the Quetico-Superior area. Reports of cougar, who may be moving into the area because of the increase in deer populations, are also increasing.

Concerns for the plummeting moose population due to hunting to supply logging, railway, and mining camps was the original impetus that led to the protection of Quetico. There is again concern over the decreasing moose population. While there are probably a number of factors causing the decline, some researchers believe it is primarily due to heat stress caused by higher temperatures, particularly during the spring calving season. In contrast to the moose population, white-tailed deer are increasing in numbers. The brain worm they carry is probably one of the causes of the reduction in moose population.

The movement of animals in response to environmental change is usually relatively slow. Anglers, however, have aided the invasion of exotic species. New regulations have been put into place in Quetico Park to slow the introduction of new species of fish, angleworms, crayfish, and leeches that were previously brought in as bait. There is also monitoring of other exotic species, such as the spiny water flea and purple loosestrife, that may be harmful to the environment. The monitoring of introduced species will undoubtedly increase in years to come as concerns over the invasion by these species continue to grow. 

Quetico and other wilderness parks will probably play a bigger role as research areas in upcoming years. Fire ecologist Miron Heinselman foresaw this years ago. He noted: “I suspect our large nature reserves and other relatively unmodified areas of the globe still hold the key to many new ecological principles. And it may be that only here can the full complexity of natural systems ever be worked out, because some processes are visible only at full ecosystem scales.”21 The existence of two adjacent wilderness areas makes Quetico Park and the BWCAW especially attractive areas for researchers. Together they form a large ecosystem where the movements of animals in protected areas can be monitored. This is already been done with radio-collared wolves and lynx, and more co-operative research is planned.

Conducting research in wilderness areas has a special appeal to those interested in field research rather than working in a lab or conducting computer analysis of someone else’s work. Numerous research projects, including those in fire ecology and archaeology, are currently being conducted in the Quetico-Superior area. Quetico has had success with multi-year research projects. Two of these — a fascinating study of moose behaviour during the rut, which was conducted over six fall seasons and a ten-year study of white and red pine regeneration after forest fires — are chronicled in this book. There is a potential for much more research to be done, especially with Lakehead University in Thunder Bay and University of Minnesota-Duluth in close proximity to these wilderness areas.

Managing wilderness areas like Quetico Park and the BWCAW is a delicate balancing act between protecting the environment without depleting the economic opportunities of the people in Atikokan and Ely, who have these parks in their own backyards. Atikokan, in particular, has been hard hit the last few decades with mine and mill closures, plummeting lumber prices, and the imminent closure of its coal-fired power plant. It is understandable that people in Atikokan have questions about how Quetico Park benefits them when so little of the economic benefits have flowed in their direction. Although wilderness values have to remain paramount for the long-term viability of Quetico Park, it is imperative that Atikokan residents begin to see more economic benefits coming from having a wilderness park on their doorstep.

The Ontario definition of a wilderness park is a “substantial area where the forces of nature are permitted to function freely and where visitors travel by non-mechanized means and experience expansive solitude, challenge and personal integration with nature.”22 In the United States, the 1964 Wilderness Act defines wilderness as “an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.” Both of these definitions seem to be in accord with the humorous definition of wilderness as a place “where the hand of man has never set foot.” The hand of man, however, set foot in the Quetico-Superior over twelve thousand years ago and has been there ever since. Native peoples have been an integral part of the Quetico-Superior area for thousands of years. To a large extent, their stewardship was responsible for the relatively intact state of the Quetico-Superior ecosystem when the area was protected in 1909.

One of the primary reasons for the strong appeal of Quetico Park and the rest of the Quetico-Superior area is that the heavier and more destructive hand of modern man has had relatively little negative impact. The activities of fur traders, trappers, prospectors, and fishermen left relatively few scars. Visitors seem to be charmed by the reminders of logging activities from the early 1900s. The remains of wooden dams used to raise water levels can be seen in numerous locations. Saws, horseshoes, and other metal debris from logging activities are slowly rusting away. At the site of an old logging camp on the Beaverhouse Lake to Quetico Lake portage, shrubs and trees are slowly engulfing a rusting car that was driven over from Flanders, a railway stop on the Canadian National Railway. Rhubarb and chives, vestiges from the logging camp, are still growing wild seventy years after the camp was abandoned. Not long ago, abandoned ranger cabins were burned as eyesores that were out of place in a wilderness park. Now these buildings are cherished and funds are being sought to maintain the abandoned ranger cabins at Cabin 16 and King’s Point on Basswood Lake.

Quetico Park is justifiably proud of its past and is attempting to correct past injustices. The recognition that the creation of Quetico a hundred years ago caused great damage to the Anishinaabe (Ojibwa) living in and adjacent to the park ultimately led to the inclusion of the Lac La Croix First Nation into park management. This reintroduction of Anishinaabe thought into decisions related to Quetico should prove beneficial to both the park and its visitors.

Over the last one hundred years, Quetico has evolved from a forest reserve visited by a few hundred people to a wilderness area that attracts thousands of canoeists from around the world. Today, it is still a magnificent merger of sculpted bedrock with water and northern pine forests. With the added attraction of timber wolves, moose, bald eagles, loons, northern lights, and lake trout in a landscape having the greatest concentration of aboriginal rock paintings in eastern North America, it is no wonder that Quetico Park is considered by many to be the finest canoeing park in the world.

The protection given Quetico in 1909 and the resolve of people who fought to make it a wilderness park allows us to paddle today in a Quetico that is very similar to what it was one hundred years ago. We can pass on a pristine Quetico to succeeding generations only if we continue fighting to maintain its wilderness character.
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