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A Century of Parks 
Canada, 1911-2011
 
A Century of Parks Canada, 
1911-2011 is the first book in an 
exciting new series, “Canadian 
History and Environment,” 
published by the University of 
Calgary Press in partnership 
with the Network in Canadian 
History & Environment 
(NiCHE). 

Its publication commemorates 
the 100th anniversary of Parks 
Canada. Created in 1911 as the 
Dominion Parks Branch, it was 
the world’s first organization 
devoted to managing national 
parks. One hundred years 
later, Parks Canada operates 
42 national parks, 167 national 
historic sites and 4 national 
marine conservation areas, 
manages several national and 
international commemoration 
programs and oversees ten 
UNESCO world heritage sites.

The book gives a fresh per-
spective on the agency by focus-
ing on specific events in the 
history of individual national 
parks. The collection uses a ser-
ies of micro-histories to examine 
the competing interests that 
shaped the development of the 
national parks system, and how 
they led to changes in organiza-
tional policies. The 12 articles, 

written by a diverse group of 
academic and government 
writers, are bookended by editor 
and historian Claire Campbell’s 
introduction and an epilogue by 
Parks Canada staffer Lyle Dick.

A Century of Parks Canada 
begins with an eye-opening 
article by Alan McEachern on 
Mabel Williams, an original 
Parks Branch civil servant who 
was a key but unacknowledged 
source of many of the initia-
tives credited to Commissioner 
J.B. Harkin. Williams wrote 
much of the early promotional 
material and helped create 
Harkin’s image as the father of 
national parks. Bill Waiser’s 
article on the attempts to evict 
cottagers from shack tents 
and portable cabins in Prince 
Albert National Park raises 
questions about the rights of 
private users, and the extent to 
which the parks were seen as 
local recreational playgrounds. 
C.J. Taylor looks at Banff in the 
1960s, when Parks Canada was 
grappling with a rising tide of 
tourism and a nascent environ-
mental movement. Articles by 
David Neufeld and Brad Martin 
show how the participation of 
indigenous peoples has changed 
the approach to resource 
conservation in the Yukon.

The collection could have 
been made even stronger by 
the inclusion of an article 
on national historic sites, an 
important aspect of Parks 
Canada’s history, which helped 
to shape both the institution and 
the practice of heritage conserva-
tion across Canada.
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A Century of Parks 
Canada, 1911-2011

A Century of Parks Canada, 
1911-2011 est le premier ouvrage 
d’une nouvelle série fascinante 
vouée à l’histoire et l’environne-
ment au Canada. Il est publié par 
la University of Calgary Press 
en partenariat avec la Nouvelle 
initiative canadienne en histoire 
de l’environnement (NICHE). 

Sa publication souligne 
le 100e anniversaire de Parcs 
Canada. L’agence créée en 1911 
sous le nom de Division des 
parcs du Dominion a été la 
première organisation au monde 
vouée à la gestion de parcs 
nationaux. Cent ans plus tard, 
elle exploite 42 parcs nationaux, 
167 lieux historiques nationaux 
et quatre aires marines natio-
nales de conservation, elle gère 
divers programmes nationaux 
et internationaux de commé-
moration et elle veille sur dix 
sites du patrimoine mondial de 
l’UNESCO.

Le livre présente un nouveau 
regard sur l’agence en abordant 
des événements précis dans 
l’histoire de divers parcs. La col-
lection de 12 articles recourt à 
des micro-historiques pour exa-
miner les intérêts concurrents 
qui ont conditionné l’évolution 
du réseau de parcs nationaux et 
mené à des changements dans 
les politiques organisationnelles. 
Les articles rédigés par un 
groupe diversifié d’universitai-
res et de fonctionnaires sont 
précédés par l’introduction de 
l’éditrice et historienne Claire 
Campbell et suivis par un épi-
logue de Lyle Dick, qui travaille 
chez Parcs Canada. 

L’ouvrage commence par 
un article révélateur d’Alan 
McEachern au sujet de Mabel 
Williams, une employée de la 
Division des parcs qui a été une 
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“a diverse and fascinating array of perspectives on 
the history of Canada’s national parks”

– Stephen Bocking, Professor and Chair of the environmental
and resource Studies Program, trent university

When Canada created a Dominion Parks Branch in 1911, it be-
came the first country in the world to establish an agency de-
voted to managing its national parks. Over the past century, this 
agency, now Parks Canada, has been at the centre of important 
debates about the place of nature in Canadian nationhood and 
relationships between Canada’s diverse ecosystems and its com-
munities. today, Parks Canada manages over forty parks and 
reserves, totalling over 200,000 square kilometres and featuring 
a dazzling variety of landscapes, profoundly affecting the way 
we, and the world, see our country.
 These fourteen essays address Parks Canada’s long-stand-
ing struggles to encompass both preservation and use in places 
created for “benefit, education and enjoyment” of Canadians. 
These colourful, place-based accounts trace how the agency has 
designed, managed, and promoted national parks in response to 
public demand, political strategy, scientific debate, and environ-
mental concern. As it navigated contests of territory, extraordi-
nary geographical diversity, and the changing landscape of the 
modern Canadian state, it has gradually defined national parks 
as both cultural landscapes and sites of ecological integrity.
  

Claire Campbell is an associate professor in the Depart-
ment of History and the Coordinator of Canadian Studies at 
Dalhousie university. She is the author of Shaped by the West 
Wind: Nature and History in Georgian Bay (2004) and co-editor 
of Groundtruthing: Canada and the Environment, a special issue 
of the Dalhousie Review (2010).

source importante mais mécon-
nue de nombreuses initiatives 
attribuées au commissaire 
J.B. Harkin. Elle a rédigé une 
bonne part des premiers docu-
ments de promotion et aidé à 
créer l’image de Harkin comme 
pionnier des parcs nationaux. 
L’article de Bill Waiser sur les 
efforts déployés pour évincer les 
propriétaires de tentes-cabanes 
et autres cabines portatives 
dans le parc national de Prince 
Albert soulève des questions au 
sujet des droits des utilisateurs 
privés et de la mesure dans 
laquelle les parcs étaient perçus 
comme des aires de loisirs 
locales. C.J. Taylor examine le 
cas de Banff dans les années 
1960, lorsque Parcs Canada était 
confronté à l’essor du tourisme 
et l’apparition d’un mouvement 
environnemental. Les articles 
de David Neufeld et Brad 
Martin démontrent comment la 
participation des Autochtones 
a modifié les pratiques de 
conservation des ressources au 
Yukon.

La collection aurait pu être 
encore plus précieuse si elle 
avait contenu un article sur les 
lieux historiques nationaux, un 
important aspect de l’histoire 
de Parcs Canada. Ils ont aidé à 
façonner à la fois l’institution et 
la conservation du patrimoine 
partout au Canada.
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