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Introduction

We do not often think of the iconic Banff National Park being made to 
serve mundane corporate functions such as storing water for hydroelec-
tric stations. But it does. By the same token, we do not think of electricity 
as being a major force in the development of national parks policy. But it 
was. It might be ventured that electricity was as much a factor in the his-
tory of Banff National Park as was the CPR.

Why did Banff National Park have to be significantly altered to ac-
commodate hydroelectric storage? More broadly, how did the production 
and consumption of electricity in southern Alberta shape Canada’s pre-
mier national park? This book attempts to answer those questions in a 
narrative of hydroelectric development in the Bow River watershed.

We do not mean to imply that the Banff we know is the result of 
something simply being plugged in. Rather, we offer an account in which 
path-dependent technology and hardening public policy continuously 
collided, driven by a relentless urban demand for electricity. But this is 
not a story of technological determinism. There is nothing automatic or 
predetermined about our story. At every point in the narrative, people 
made choices.

Almost from the beginning of the electric age, Banff National Park 
came under continuous pressure to accommodate the Calgary Power 
Company’s need to modify the Bow River watershed to make electricity. 
That pressure was not absolute, but relative. It was not so much electricity 
itself as the method of its generation that led the power company to cast 
covetous eyes upon a national park. Calgary Power made a strategic 
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decision at the outset to generate electricity using hydroelectric power. 
There were other ways of generating electricity. In a coal-rich region, 
thermal electric power represented a viable alternative. But the company 
chose instead to rely upon falling water in the Bow River for its energy, 
primarily because hydroelectricity was cheaper to produce over the long 
term. But as it turned out, the Bow River – a glacier-fed mountain river 
in a region of hard winters – experienced dramatic seasonal streamflow 
changes. As a result, it was not ideally suited to the efficient production 
of electricity on a constant basis throughout the year. To produce enough 
electricity to meet its commitments in all seasons, and to earn a profit, the 
company had to redesign the river to make it a better source of power. That 
is what led Calgary Power into a series of negotiations to create storage and 
generating facilities upstream in, as fate would have it, a national park.

The phrase path dependence describes a familiar predicament: early 
choices in system design virtually determine downstream incremental 
change. Or, in a more elegant formulation, path dependence exists “when 
the present state of a system is constrained by its history.”1 Familiar exam-
ples of this phenomenon include the gauge, or track width, of a railroad; 
the choice between 25 and 60 cycles, or 110 and 220 volts in electricity 
delivery; the QWERTY keyboard; and combined or separate sanitary and 
drainage sewers in cities. Once these initial choices have been made, it be-
comes increasingly difficult to make fundamental changes. Major change 
requires retrofitting or replacing the entire system, and usually it is easier 
and cheaper to continue on down the path selected at the beginning. The 
path dependence of hydroelectric generation impelled the Calgary Power 
Company as it searched for more capacity and more reliable power on the 
Bow River. And that brought Banff National Park into the crosshairs of 
hydroelectric engineers seeking to maximize output.

Path dependence may be a demanding master, but it is not necessarily 
a tyrant. It is a force exerted by the imagination and calculations of relative 
current cost, not by the machines themselves. It expresses itself through 
inertia and following the path of least resistance. Its grip can be broken, 
usually when incremental change no longer accommodates demand or 
when a new transcendent technology overshadows the legacy system. That 
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too would happen to Calgary Power. here were always other ways to make 
electricity, but whenever the need for additional power arose, it seemed 
easier, cheaper, faster, simpler to extend the existing system rather than 
shift to another basic platform. Calgary Power eventually ran out of river 
to manage, at which point it redesigned its system around another method 
of power generation. This, in turn, took pressure off the river, but what 
would happen to those sunk hydroelectric investments on the Bow and in 
the park?

There is no necessary incompatibility between power generation and 
a national park. We may find the two contradictory now, but that depends 
largely upon our notion of what a park should be, an idea that has changed 
over time. The concept of a national park in Canada, following the de-
velopment of the institution in the United States, evolved as a hybrid of 
several inherited notions of “park,” among them the royal game park as 
a preserve, the park as a restorative spa, and the park as a place of public 
amusement and enjoyment. Banff, of course, was originally reserved to 
preserve its hot springs so that it might become a health resort or spa. The 
addition of recreational and aesthetic rationales for “emparkment” led to 
the progressive expansion of the park boundaries to include scenic and 
wilderness terrain.

The idea of what the park should be was as expansive as its territory. In 
a frugal, limited state, parks were fragile creatures competing for resources 
against well-established departments. Acknowledging this bureaucrat-
ic disadvantage, the early administrators of the national parks adopted 
an accommodating plan of growth and survival that has been called the 
“Doctrine of Usefulness.”2 Parks existed to be used and enjoyed by the 
people. The greater the usage, the logic ran, the greater the income and 
public support. It was under this latitudinarian management policy that 
the Calgary Power Company turned its attentions toward Banff.

Nor had the idea of what a park should be coalesced into a coher-
ent perception or policy. For example, the railway predated the park. 
Whatever Banff might want to become, it would always have trains thun-
dering through. Similarly, the territory encompassed by the park included 
coal mines, silver mines, logging operations, and considerable private 
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property. And of course, the railroad and the government-built hotels, 
spas, a town, and leased large lots for the rich to set the tone of conduct 
by their presence and taste for architecture. Under such a regime, turning 
shallow Lake Minnewanka – formerly Devil’s Lake – into a storage reser-
voir did not, on the face of it, violate any principles.

But over time that would change, a phenomenon that we call “policy 
hardening,” a phrase of our own invention. In part because of experience 
with these “uses,” park managers began to develop a more restrictive no-
tion of park policy. The park idea itself had evolved into a purer form.3 Seen 
from this perspective, coal mining, private property, and hydroelectric 
development were incongruous activities within the bounds of a nation-
al park dedicated to the preservation of nature and outdoor recreation. 
Policy hardening might be thought of as the opposite of “clientalism,” the 
tendency of state regulators to take on the world view of their clients or 
to be “captured” by their clients. By contrast, policy hardening describes 
a process whereby state actors discipline their citizen clients by restricting 
permissible action in accordance with an abstract principle.

Over time, parks managers would change their minds about the need 
to accommodate economic activities within their mandates and would 
write increasingly restrictive regulations. The bureaucrats, in turn, were 
supported by a small but vocal interest group of park users who ampli-
fied their concerns and sometimes stiffened their resolve. As the Calgary 
Power Company returned again and again to government to find new ways 
of wringing more power out of the Bow River, it encountered a hardening 
policy, an ever more resolute bureaucracy, and an external lobby insisting 
that its aims were incompatible with those of a national park. What would 
happen when an irresistible force encountered an immovable object?

This struggle between the power company and the Parks bureaucracy 
of the Government of Canada was not played out in a vacuum. An ap-
parently insatiable demand for electricity in burgeoning southern Alberta 
sometimes propelled the company to near desperation in its need to ex-
pand production. At the same time, it presented the Parks Branch bureau-
crats and nature preservationists with a countervailing public good that 
could not be readily dismissed. At the beginning, electricity had only a few 
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uses, street lighting and commercial illumination foremost among them. 
But electricity infiltrated all aspects of modern life: public transportation 
on the street railway and industrial power as well as, in the home, heating, 
lighting, cleaning, ironing, and, with the spread of radio, entertainment. 
Getting more electricity was not simply a corporate imperative; thousands 
of bill-paying consumers put a voters’ face on demand and imparted 
an implicit political menace to their desires. Popular North American 
campaigns for electrification – from the Ontario Hydro-Electric Power 
Commission, to the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Hoover Dam, and 
the Columbia River development, to programs of rural electrification – 
had taken on a tone of religious revivalism. Electrification was as much a 
social gospel as an infrastructure project. The demand for electricity was a 
countervailing force that could also, like national parks, wrap itself in the 
high diction of social redemption.

Meeting the demand for electricity was also a forward-looking game: 
the electricity had to be there when the switch was turned on. Since it took 
years to get approvals and to design and build dams and generating facili-
ties, installations had to be financed and constructed long before demand 
kicked in. Forecasting demand and anticipating it with installed capacity 
were inexact sciences, in part because demand – while highly predictable 
in some circumstances – could change dramatically in either direction. 
Wars and depressions would make a mockery of the most sophisticated 
plans, leaving the company in desperately short supply or with embarrass-
ingly large surpluses.

Path dependence meets policy hardening in an atmosphere of 
unpredictably rising demand: in a nutshell, that is the essence of the story 
we are about to tell. But it takes more than bloodless abstract categories to 
make a good story. Strong characters are required, along with unpredict-
able plot shifts and some raw emotions. Our story has all of those qualities 
in abundance. The irrepressible and impetuous Max Aitken – later Lord 
Beaverbrook – sets our tale in motion. A stuffy, bumbling, and somewhat 
uncomprehending R. B. Bennett becomes the Ottawa fixer. He gives way 
to an archetypical gruff, hard-driving, square-jawed engineer-business-
man, G. A. Gaherty. William Aberhart, Ernest Manning, Mackenzie 
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King, and C. D. Howe make cameo appearances and decisive choices. 
Earnest bureaucrats, lurking in their offices, struggling to be consistent 
within ambiguous policies and mindful of shifting political currents, lob 
convoluted, often turf-defending memoranda into the maelstrom. They 
can also be counted on for the occasional, if unintended, light comic turn.

Other actors in our story appear more often as collectivities than as 
individuals. The Nakoda (Stoney) Indians, whose reserve contained the 
most promising energy resources, had to come to terms with the pros-
pects of hydroelectric development and then had to fight (almost literal-
ly) to obtain the compensation that they had been promised. The City of 
Calgary, as owner of a municipal electric utility and voice of the citizens 
and electricity users, volubly asserted those not-always-identical interests. 
The Government of Alberta had to make up its mind over policy within a 
provincial frame of reference in dramatically shifting economic and pol-
itical circumstances through the Depression, World War II, and the Cold 
War; over time, shared jurisdiction of lands and waterpowers with the fed-
eral government eventually changed the power dynamic in the provincial 
government’s favour. Then there was the mythical East, home of two of the 
most powerful players: the Montreal-based Calgary Power Company, and, 
of course, Ottawa, the seat of the bureaucracy and the federal government. 
If it seems that the only key player missing from this list is the CPR, let it 
quickly be said that it also weighed in at key moments on the hydroelectric 
question.

The story of a decades-long battle between wilderness preservationists 
and hydroelectric developers would, in other hands, be a simple moral 
tale in which greedy businessmen try to despoil a pristine wilderness in 
search of higher profits against the resistance of nature lovers. In such a 
Manichaean view, Indians are victimized, civil servants strive to uphold 
the public good, and nature is despoiled. That is not our reading of the 
evidence. The moral tale quickly becomes blurred. We see no consistent 
heroes or villains in this piece. Rather, we see largely honourable people on 
all sides striving to achieve legitimately conflicting versions of the public 
good as seen from their perspective. But like all of us, in the heat of the 
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moment, they surrender occasionally to their human frailties. And in this 
struggle, they sometimes unexpectedly exchange black and white hats.

Irony resides, too, in the often-noted ambivalence that Canadians 
have always exhibited toward the landscapes that surround them. There is 
so much “nature” in Canada – so vast, so lovely, so challenging, and yet so 
foreboding – that to tame its resources for their economic rents remains 
a national obsession. Canadians have expended huge amounts of energy 
assaulting and destroying the ecosystems in which they live, while at the 
same time busily celebrating the beauty and importance of unspoiled na-
ture in shaping the national character. But this story raises the question 
of whether this kind of development is an either-or proposition. Now that 
these hydroelectric structures have largely outlived their usefulness, who 
would propose pulling them down? They have become, in a strange way, 
part of the nature to be preserved.

A word or two about our title. The first word, wilderness, will be a 
familiar and uncontroversial term to many, if not most, of our readers. It 
will, however, raise eyebrows among our academic colleagues. Wilderness 
has become, in the argot of scholasticism, a “contested” term. That is to 
say, its common usage turns out on close examination to be quite mislead-
ing. In ordinary speech, wilderness has historically meant wild, scenic, 
often rough uncultivated places, where raw nature rather than humanity 
is in command. It is, in short, a space where humans are absent. But a 
recent body of scholarship, to which we ourselves have belatedly contrib-
uted, argues that this separation of nature and culture in the expression 
wilderness is overstated.

In the first place, the wilderness frequently had people wandering 
around in it, often the most ardent proponents of the wilderness experi-
ence: hikers, mountaineers, tourists. But that is a minor irony. The fun-
damental problem is that wilderness is not an objective thing, something 
out there to be encountered, like rock or trees. Rather, it is an intellectual 
construct, an idea projected onto a landscape. And the problem with wil-
derness is that creating an imaginary separation between humanity and 
nature masks the essential humanness of its construction.4 Wilderness, 
then, in the form of a changing ideal, is man-made. But wilderness is a 
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social construct in another sense. Historically, humans have rarely been 
absent from the land. Their presence as hunters, fishers, trappers, and 
travellers has had a significant impact upon the landscape. What was first 
encountered in the wild at European contact was not simply the work 
of nature. Native fire, in particular, connected the culture of a people to 
the natural world in which they were embedded. Modern human activi-
ty – railroads, logging, tourism – has also had a profound impact upon 
wilderness environments.5 The casual assertion of an empty landscape 
devoid of humanity conveniently erased, as has so often been pointed out, 
the dispossession of Native people that occurred at the point of creating a 
national park and the continuing police action that permanently excluded 
them as hunters.6 Note in that last sentence how readily wilderness elided 
into national parks, a matter to which we will return.

But first, we have to defend ourselves for using a word to describe 
something that does not exist, or rather, that exists as a cultural artefact. 
We use the word wilderness in the full knowledge of the problem associat-
ed with it. Nevertheless, we use it because it has had vernacular meaning 
for generations of Canadians.7 As we have repeatedly run into the word 
in speeches, reports, newspaper articles, books, and letters ranging over a 
century, we have come to see it not in an absolute sense, as a noun identi-
fying a specific kind of thing, but rather as a relative term, as a statement 
about the distance away from a point of observation. Looking out from 
the city, wilderness was the other end of the imaginative continuum from 
urban-industrial, human-constructed landscapes. The concept did not 
imply something pure that could be identified simply by its attributes. 
Nor did it disappear when some of its supposed attributes were missing. 
Rather, wilderness expressed the relative absence of human-made things, 
although that absence need not be complete. Conservationists and wil-
derness defenders might deplore the presence of industrial installations, 
like hydroelectric dams, while at the same time building trails, setting up 
camps, patronizing luxury hotels, doing business with outfitters, golfing, 
shopping in stores, and opening museums, art galleries, and even zoos. 
They might resist the symbolic intrusion of industrial humanity rather 
than quotidian human presence.
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In that sense, there was and still is quite a lot of wilderness in Canada: 
that is, land beyond urban, agrarian, and even mining and forestry fron-
tiers. Wilderness advocates did not think all of it should be preserved. 
Indeed, even the most ardent proponents of wilderness preservation ad-
mitted that much of it should be exploited for human benefit. But certain 
special places, set apart by romantic conceptions of the sublime or natural 
wonders (like hot springs), deserved special protection by the state within 
the bounds of a national park. This was indeed an impulse shot through 
with contradictions, as the phrases most often associated with the idea 
of a national park suggest: pristine wilderness, wilderness playground, 
wilderness sanctuary. To work, wilderness had to be remote and acces-
sible.8 It was often referred to as a place of refuge from an alternative life 
space, but at the same time, it redeemed that other life, at least in Thoreau’s 
formulation, amplified by John Muir and photographed by Ansel Adams: 
“In Wildness is the preservation of the world.” As a sanctuary, wilderness 
inspired near-religious experiences; at the same time, it served as a gym-
nasium for extreme and often dangerous outdoor sports. In wilderness, 
humanity found renewal. The goal was not that human culture be abso-
lutely absent from wilderness, but that it be reduced as much as possible. 
So, aware of the plasticity and contradictory nature of the term, we will 
speak of wilderness as this imaginary alternative space.

Waterpower, also called hydropower, is, by comparison, a fairly 
straightforward word. Water as it falls releases energy. A high school 
physics equation summarizes the process: P = hrgk. The height of the 
fall (h) and the volume of the fall (r) under the force of gravity (g) com-
bine to give an energy output (P). This hydraulic energy can be captured 
with water wheels and turbines with differing efficiencies (k) to produce 
kinetic energy, which, through ingenious mechanics, can be made to do 
work. However, this equation overlooks another very important element 
of waterpower – the variability of flow (v), and therefore the quantity of 
energy available on a permanent basis. The results of the equation in an 
applied world need to be divided by v to reveal the minimum quantity 
of power available at the site. Hydroelectric facilities are rated on their 
ability to generate a quantity of power on a continuous basis. Thus, the 
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minimum flow determines the output of the equipment. This little factor, 
v, will be the driving force in our story. Reducing variability to increase 
minimum flow became a crucial element in improving the efficiency of 
hydroelectric production. We should, in passing, also draw attention to 
the cultural construction of even the term waterpower. Waterfalls in the 
world are quite widespread. They are not everywhere and always con-
ceived as waterpower by those living around them. Waterpower exists in 
culturally specific contexts.

Continuing on into our subtitle, we encounter the phrase “Banff 
National Park.” This is an entity that did not come into existence until 
1930. Before then, it bore the name Rocky Mountains National Park.9 In 
the title, we use the current name to cover the earlier period, but in the 
text, we use the historically contingent names.

What then is hydroelectric storage? Electricity cannot be stored in sig-
nificant quantities; it must be consumed as it is generated or, alternatively, 
available when it is needed. However, the water used to generate electricity 
can be stored in lakes and reservoirs. Our story in these pages will revolve 
around the need to create or enlarge upstream storage capacity capable 
of holding back water at certain times of year for release later when it is 
most needed. As it turned out, the best sites for water storage were located 
within a national park. We do not contend that the boundaries of Rocky 
Mountains National Park and then Banff National Park were entirely de-
termined by the need for hydroelectric storage, but we do insist upon it 
being a major factor. Finally, we do not mean to imply that Banff National 
Park in its entirety became a storage reservoir or that it only served in that 
capacity. What we will explain in this book is the way in which hydroe-
lectric storage and generation directly reshaped the ecology of parts of the 
park and indirectly led to a series of boundary redefinitions on its eastern 
borders.

Historical narrative, in the interests of coherence, proceeds seriatim, 
one thing at a time. That is not necessarily how history itself plays out. 
Historical actors multi-task; they are capable of thinking and doing more 
than one thing at a time. Readers should be aware, then, that our narrative 
sometimes separates things that occurred simultaneously in time. Our 
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single-minded approach does not convey the complexity or the whole way 
in which contemporaries viewed a situation. For example, in chapter 6, 
for the purposes of clarity, we concentrate on the row over the proposed 
development of the Spray Lakes, which led to their ultimate excision from 
the park. But in chapter 7, we show that while the endgame on that issue 
played out, company officials were also thinking about how to develop the 
Ghost River site in time to meet a new contract with Calgary.

Before embarking on our story, we should acknowledge the assistance 
of scholars whose work has influenced our interpretation of these events. 
To Joel Tarr10 and Martin Melosi,11 two scholars who over the years have 
shared our interest in the history of urban infrastructure, we owe our 
understanding of the concept of path dependence. The writings of en-
vironmental historian Donald Worster have sensitized us to the social and 
political power required to harness nature, especially water; the power, 
wealth, and social and environmental exploitation involved in that pro-
cess; and the hubris underpinning the desire to control nature.12 Readers 
will note our indebtedness to William Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis for an 
understanding of the incorporation of nature into the city under capital-
ism and the impact of city’s demand upon the natural world far removed 
from the immediate vicinity.13 From William Cronon, too, we have bor-
rowed and adapted the notion of second nature, the hybrid derivative of 
human interaction in the environment. Finally, our book is, in a sense, a 
coda to Richard White’s Columbia River story: here we explain how those 
machines got inserted in the Bow and how the river in turn became one 
great natural machine.14 

We conceived this book and did much of the research while we were 
working on what became Monopoly’s Moment. Soon after, we even roughed 
out a first draft. But being preoccupied with other projects, the manuscript 
languished. That was probably just as well, because we uncovered a great 
deal of relevant material in the Department of Indian Affairs files as we 
were doing research for The River Returns, and we learned from subse-
quently published work. That environmental history of the Bow River nec-
essarily contained a chapter on hydroelectric development and another on 
the development of Banff National Park. But given the many other topics 
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requiring treatment, we had to ruthlessly compress our findings into a few 
pages. Indeed, two well-informed reviewers of that book chided us for not 
giving the conflict between hydroelectric development and park policy 
more extended coverage. We are happy to oblige. Our excursion into en-
vironmental history with co-author Matthew Evenden also tempered our 
original political economy approach to the subject. Research for the Bow 
River book also entailed following the documentary trail from Calgary 
Power to its successor company, TransAlta Utilities, through the good 
offices of our friend Bob Page, then a senior executive with the company. 
This permitted us to analyze annual reports and other internal documents 
relating to the transformation of the company in the 1950s, with which 
our narrative concludes. We have thus touched on certain aspects of this 
story in several previous publications.15 However, in drawing these threads 
together into this focused account, we have considered evidence that has 
subsequently come to light and have completely rewritten the text – except 
for the occasional phrase or sentence that we found we could not improve 
upon. In The River Returns, we expressed the hope that someday we might 
publish a fuller treatment of these subtle and complicated matters. This 
book brings that hope into realization.
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Water Falls

Falling water has always excited the emotions. Thundering waterfalls and 
roiling rapids have filled hearts with both dread and wonder from time 
immemorial. Such fearsome places, where a misstep led to certain death, 
were thought by many peoples around the globe surely to be the abode of 
the gods. In the Christian era, it was believed that these were sites of reve-
lation where God made manifest his enormous power, casting human pre-
tensions in pitiful perspective. For millennia, human beings approached 
waterfalls with a sense of fear, awe, and wonder.

In the modern era, the power of falling water has also stirred another 
human emotion, ambition, inspiring ingenious thoughts on ways of using 
some or all of that power for human purposes. The aesthetic of the sublime 
associated with sites of spectacular nature was gradually displaced in the 
case of falling water by utilitarian thoughts guided by mechanical engin-
eers and, subsequently, hydroelectric technology. How could that energy, 
now perceived to be going to waste in conspicuous display, be converted 
to productive human ends? How could the genie bottled up in nature be 
released to be re-employed in the service of humanity?

Millers led the way, creating millponds and rechannelling flows in ever 
more efficient ways to turn their water wheels and crank their machinery. 
At the larger sites of falling water, millers could use only a small portion 
of the energy available with their mechanical technology, but at places like 
Lowell, Massachusetts, and Minneapolis, Minnesota, extensive hydraulic 
engineering works recovered a large proportion of the available energy to 
power textile mills, flour mills, and other manufacturing enterprises.1 

CHAPTER  1
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Hydroelectric power – a more efficient process that could be developed 
on a larger scale, producing a much more adaptable form of energy that 
could be used at a distance – rapidly displaced mechanical technology 
at the end of the nineteenth century. After the physics of electricity was 
worked out in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, it was left 
to tinkerers like Edison and Tesla of the late nineteenth century, and then 
the electrical engineers and capitalist entrepreneurs, to work out, manu-
facture, and distribute the integrated system to produce, transmit, and 
then use electrical power. Long-distance transmission proved to be one of 
the key elements of this integrated technological system, allowing power 
to be generated in one place but consumed with minimal transmission 
losses dozens, hundreds, and eventually thousands of kilometres away. 
Previously, energy users had to locate themselves at sources of power, or 
power production had to take place close to sites of consumption. Long-
distance transmission broke the bond between production and consump-
tion. Henceforth, industry did not have to go to power; power came to 
industry.2 

In Europe and the Americas, electrical power generation, either by 
steam power or by hydraulic means, was well understood and widely 
exploited commercially by the beginning of the twentieth century. Large 
corporations produced, sold, and installed the equipment to generate, 
transmit, distribute, and consume electricity for a variety of purposes: 
domestic, commercial, electromechanical, industrial, and traction. 
Following the relentless logic of returns to scale, electrical systems and 
generation facilities sought ever larger power sources to generate electri-
city at the lowest cost and maximum efficiency.

Under this new intellectual and commercial regime, the energy of 
falling water could gradually be rechannelled through machines all over 
the world. Waterfalls went silent, or were greatly diminished. Dams across 
rivers drowned rapids in slack-water lakes as vast quantities of hydraulic 
energy were converted to electricity to light up the night, energize factories 
and transportation, and perform a host of mundane domestic tasks. The 
subdued hum of whirling turbines and generators replaced the thunder-
ous roar of waterfalls and rapids. This new hydroelectric doctrine, which 
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subjugated falling water and transformed hydrology, took root nowhere 
in the world more firmly than Canada, with its abundant and widely dis-
tributed waterpowers. Canada quickly became one of the most aggressive 
developers of hydroelectricity in absolute quantities, on a per capita basis, 
and as a proportion of its total energy production mix – an international 
ranking that it retains to this day.3 Canada got the hydroelectric religion.

And so, eventually, did southern Alberta. With the rise of a signifi-
cant urban population at the end of the nineteenth century, hydroelectric 
thinking descended upon the Bow River with all of the evangelism, restless 
drive, and impetuosity characteristic of western ambition. Calgary’s early 
experience with electricity mirrored in a microcosm the development of 
the technology more generally. The first steam-powered electric generators 
sprang up in the city, close to the hotels and businesses and street lights 
they served. Then, also in the city, a small dam across the river, primarily 
for a sawmill raceway, raised water levels to power a low-head hydroelec-
tric-generating facility. With the advent of long-range transmission and 
under the inspiration of iconic projects at Shawinigan, Niagara, and many 
other Canadian waterfalls, the entrepreneurial search for electrical energy 
to empower a burgeoning urban industrial society turned toward the up-
per reaches of the Bow, where several spectacular cascades advertised its 
hydroelectric potential.

The first reasonably comprehensive survey of hydroelectric develop-
ment in Canada in 1910, a heroic example of inventory research conducted 
for the Commission of Conservation by Leo G. Denis and Arthur V. White, 
helps us place the Bow River developments in their contemporary con-
text.4 This snapshot of the Canadian hydroelectric industry in its infancy 
counted 960 waterpower sites across Canada, not including an unknown 
number of unsurveyed locations in the far North. Denis and White identi-
fied hundreds of hydroelectric installations operating or under construc-
tion, with a total output of a little over a million horsepower (hp), or 740 
megawatts (mw). Most of these were small, low-head stations producing a 
few hundred horsepower and serving mines, sawmills, factories, electric 
companies, and municipal electric utilities. A few, associated with pulp 
and paper mills, generated in the range of several thousand horsepower. 
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Two projects at Shawinigan and Niagara Falls were world scale at over 
100,000 hp each. Scale mattered more than the sheer number of projects. 
Only thirty-three large projects (over 5,000 hp) accounted for 79 per cent 
of total Canadian output. In 1910, electric companies, mainly privately 
owned, distributed approximately 75 per cent of this hydroelectricity to 
towns and cities for commercial, industrial, municipal, and domestic uses. 
A few municipalities close to waterfalls operated their own small plants. 
Pulp and paper companies and other industries equally divided the re-
maining 25 per cent of the hydroelectricity. Provincially, Ontario led the 
way with 53 per cent of total Canadian output, followed by Quebec, British 
Columbia, and Manitoba. All of the other provinces had less than 10,000 
hp under development in 1910. Alberta, with 1 per cent of the national 
output, was thus just getting into a game already well under way in the 
East and in British Columbia. Significantly for us, Alberta’s total was ac-
counted for by a single project located on the Bow River.

To look ahead just briefly, Canadian hydroelectric fever would con-
tinue unabated in the decades to follow. Despite World War I, hydroelec-
tric capacity would almost double in a decade. It would virtually triple 
during the 1920s, creating, as it turned out, serious oversupply problems 
for the industry during the Depression, when hydroelectric development 
had to be severely reduced. During the 1940s, a global war hampered de-
velopment, notwithstanding the fact that electricity had become a major 
weapon of war. Postwar economic growth unleashed another hydroelec-
tric building boom during the 1950s, when capacity once again more than 
doubled. Hydroelectric capacity growth would ease off during the 1960s, 
as the engineers ran out of easily accessible rivers. Nevertheless, hydro-
electric expansion would continue, albeit at a slower pace, to the present 
day by exploiting more remote sites in the far North.

The engineering of the Bow River for hydroelectric development 
would, to a large extent, mirror the broader Canadian experience. As the 
first run-of-the-river projects became fully operational during the second 
decade of the twentieth century, growth rates spiked above the national 
figure. During the 1920s, the system on the river doubled its capacity, but 
during the Great Depression, not one new hydroelectric project on the 
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Hydroelectric Development in Canada in 1910

Province Output 
(hp)

% of 
Canada

Electric 
Cos

Pulp & 
Paper

Other 
Indust

Ontario 532,266 52% 75% 11% 14%

Quebec 300,153 30% 64% 26% 11%

British Columbia 100,920 10% 87% 8% 4%

Manitoba 48,300 5% 100% 0% 0%

Nova Scotia 15,272 2% 12% 79% 9%

New Brunswick 9,765 1% 35% 31% 34%

Alberta 7,300 1% 100% 0% 0%

Yukon 2,000 0% 100% 0% 0%

P E I 500 0% 10% 0% 90%

Saskatchewan 45 0% 0% 0% 100%

Canadian Total 1,016,521 100%

Source: Leo G. Denis and Arthur V. White, Water-Powers of Canada (Ottawa: Commis-
sion of Conservation, 1911), 22a.

Installed Hydroelectric Capacity in Canada, 1910–1960  
(in thousands of hp)

Installed Capacity Growth Per Decade

1910 1,011.0

1920 1,754.1 173.5%

1930 5,114.1 291.6%

1940 7,576.1 148.1%

1950 11,029.8 145.6%

1960 25,019.3 226.8%

1970 38,793.6 155.1%

Source: Historical Statistics of Canada, 1st ed., Series P1-6; 2nd ed., Series Q81-4.
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Bow came online. The contraction on the Bow was more severe than the 
national average. Expansion picked up slightly again under the stimulus 
of World War II, after which the 1950s witnessed a major explosion of 
developments that slackened off considerably during the 1960s. By then, 
the Bow, like many other rivers in Canada, had been dammed, plumbed, 
machined, and wired to its maximum, and Calgarians, along with other 
southern Albertans, would have to look elsewhere to satisfy their electri-
city dependence.

But all of this did not just happen passively. These facilities had to be 
designed, financed, and built, and their output sold. They were thus driven 
by a capitalist imperative. Similarly, powerful social forces lay behind the 
rising but variable demand for electricity, which the developers strove to 
meet. Technological necessities, especially the need to increase the out-
put of expensive capital equipment to the maximum capacity, demanded 
further action. The energy of the river was also perceived to be the “prop-
erty” of other actors; this property had to be politically re-appropriated 
in favour of the power developers. None of this would be easy, nor was 
any of it inevitable. Electrification of a city had profound environmental, 
social, and political implications far beyond its borders. In the process, 
Banff National Park became a hydroelectric storage reservoir. Such was 
the power of the hydroelectric religion, capitalism, and urban growth, and 

Bow River Hydroelectric Development, 1910–1970 (in kw)

1910 7,000

1920 23,900 341.4%

1930 51,900 217.2%

1940 51,900 100.0%

1950 82,800 159.5%

1960 234,200 282.9%

1970 320,000 136.6%

Source: Calgary Power and TransAlta Annual Reports, see Appendix.
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the momentum of path-dependent technological development. This story 
of hydroelectric development on the Bow River, a tale that eventually in-
volved a replumbing of the river to meet the requirements of the technol-
ogy and the demand for energy, takes us into the fundamental questions of 
power in a democratic society: Who gets what? Who decides? Who pays?

Blame it on Calgary. Without the mushrooming of a major urban 
centre in southern Alberta, the Bow, like the other rivers flowing off the 
eastern face of the Rockies, would not have been extensively engineered. 
For three decades after its founding in 1875 as a North West Mounted 
Police post at the confluence of the Elbow and the Bow, Calgary’s growth 
from a handful of residents to 4,152 in 1901 was far from spectacular. The 
arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1883 reoriented activity to the 
more expansive real estate possibilities of the open prairie, but the town 
remained primarily an unremarkable regional distribution centre for agri-
culture and commerce. Its energy demands, mainly for street lighting and 
commercial and industrial power, were slight but not inconsequential and 
could, for the most part, be handled locally.5 Typically, major industrial 
power users – hotels, retail stores, and of course, municipalities for street 
lighting – provided the main stimulus to the development of the electric 
industry and often organized the companies themselves. Within just three 
years of the time that Calgary secured municipal incorporation in 1884, its 
council approved a proposal to light the streets electrically from the small 
locally owned Calgary Electric Company. Employing a small steam-pow-
ered generator, this undercapitalized and badly managed business made 
more enemies than friends with its intermittent service. Antipathy to the 
Calgary Electric Company opened the door to competition.6 

The Eau Claire Lumber Company, organized by itinerant Wisconsin 
businessmen who had moved to Calgary, had set up shop on the Bow River 
just north of the town in the mid-1880s. It conducted logging operations 
on its timber leases located in the mountains in the upper reaches of the 
Bow River system, and in classic Canadian fashion, it floated its logs in 
an annual spring drive to holding booms at its steam-powered sawmill 
in Calgary. To create the ideal ponding conditions at the mill, the Eau 
Claire Company acquired the right to build a dam across the Bow just 
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upstream from Calgary in order to redirect water into a channel between 
Prince’s Island and the company’s mills on the south bank of the Bow. 
This dam created the conditions for a low-head hydroelectric installation 
at the outlet of this channel.7 Needing power for their mill, the Eau Claire 
partners built a small hydroelectric plant with enough capacity to serve 
other customers as well. With its steam plant and this hydro installation, 
Eau Claire, under the name Calgary Water Power Company, took over 
electrical distribution from the moribund Calgary Electric Company.8 By 
the beginning of the twentieth century, Calgary had recapitulated the his-
tory of the electric industry: first came a centrally located steam-powered 
direct current system mainly for street lighting; then, a small hydroelec-
tric alternating current system exploited local power resources – the slight 
drop in the level of the Bow River as it passed through Calgary – to serve 
industry, commerce, and municipal power users.

After 1901, however, the explosive growth of Calgary and expectations 
of its future possibilities suddenly outstripped the capacity of the local 
electric utility. Population growth and commercial ambition unleashed a 
search for new sources of energy; the situation was sufficiently urgent that 
the city itself was moved to act. Railway construction, ranching, settle-
ment, meat packing, brewing, financial institutions, and wholesale and 
retail trades combined to create a classic western boom. Population soared 
more than tenfold in the first decade of the century, reaching 43,704 
by 1911 and over 50,000 by 1914. At the best of times – periods of high 
streamflow and low use by the sawmills – the 600 hp Calgary Water Power 
plant struggled to meet its existing customers’ requirements. But with 
seasonal diminution of streamflow, the ill-named Calgary Water Power 
Company had to rely upon its thermal generating system, a relic of which 
– the chimney – still stands like an industrial menhir in the Eau Claire 
recreation and entertainment area. Urban growth simply overwhelmed 
the Calgary Water Power Company, a subsidiary of the Eau Claire Lumber 
Company, whose main priorities remained supplying building materials 
for all of this construction.

Inevitably, relations between the city, as a main user of electricity and 
as an agent for frustrated commercial and residential customers, and the 
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Calgary Water Power Company broke down. Interest groups urged the 
city itself to enter the electricity business to provide the needed infrastruc-
ture to maintain growth. At first, local ratepayers, in 1903, turned down a 
proposal to invest in a municipal steam plant. However, when the Calgary 
Water Power Company, faced with the need to finance a major expansion 
of its system, insisted that the city sign a ten-year contract in 1904, the al-
dermen balked at a long-term continuation of an unsatisfactory relation-
ship and recommended a municipal plant instead. This time, the voters 
agreed, and the new station started production in 1905.9 

Here, too, Calgary was following a well-established political trad-
ition witnessed in other parts of the country. When private capital failed 
to meet expectations, government stepped in to meet the need. Market 
failure leading to public ownership had occurred in many small towns 
and cities across the country, most particularly in Ontario, where this 
municipal empowerment gave rise to a unique trans-provincial, public-
ly owned hydroelectric system. Not only population but also social and 

Calgary Water Power Company hydroelectric plant between Prince’s Island 
and the Eau Claire Lumber Company (Glenbow Archives, NA-1044-6).

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-1044-6
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technological change drove the rising demand for electricity. The City of 
Calgary operated a street lighting system and an electric street railway, 
both of which needed large quantities of power. Similarly, the taste for 
brightly illuminated shops, warehouses, and even homes increased the 
public demand for electricity. The municipal system, operating at a much 
larger scale and greater efficiencies than before, charged lower rates, which, 
of course, only increased the demand for more electricity. Rising demand 
vastly outdistanced readily available supply. Into this gap, the animal spir-
its of industrial capitalism charged, bearing a new elixir: hydroelectricity, 
to be extracted from the Bow.

Like a siren, the Bow beckoned entrepreneurial spirits. It was so close, 
so accessible – seemingly inviting use. There was nothing new in this. The 
river had always appealed to its human inhabitants in one way or another. 
Evidence of the first human habitation, following the last ice age, has been 
found on the upper reaches of the Bow above Banff. Native peoples trad-
itionally valued the lower reaches of the river, where buffalo herds often 
sought shelter, water, and lush grasses, and where buffalo jumps could be 
situated on cutbanks. On the lightly treed banks – the only woods to speak 
of on the prairie – poles for travois and teepees could be cut and firewood 
gathered. Fords and flats offered venues for meetings and ceremonies. 
After contact, Native people often raised their horses on the meadows of 
the river flats. For Native people, the mountain reaches of the river served 
mainly as seasonal hunting grounds. Mountain passes leading out of the 
Bow valley also afforded regular communication for commerce, comity, 
and conflict between the people of the foothills and prairie, and the people 
of the Columbia River valley. In the treaty-making process, the Native 
peoples of the plains all sought reserve lands astride portions of the river.10 

For fur traders, the Bow was something of a disappointment. On 
account of the forest composition in the upper reaches, beaver were not 
as abundant as elsewhere. Moreover, numerous rapids, shallows, and 
waterfalls made the river treacherous for navigation in its upper reaches. 
Downstream, the Bow meandered aimlessly, from a trader’s point of view, 
into a no man’s land of desolate prairie far from the more northerly system 
of posts. Yet ranchers, when they arrived, valued the abundance of fresh 



111: Wate r Fa l l s

water for their stock on the open prairie and the meadows on the flats for 
their ranches. The North West Mounted Police built their fortified post 
at a river junction. Railroaders used the valley floor as a roadbed through 
the mountains and the river’s water to get up steam. Lumbermen admired 
the river’s forested banks and its log-driving capacity. For them, the rapids 
and waterfalls were regrettable obstacles to be overcome.11 But this falling 
water was precisely what caught the waterpower developers’ attention.

While the Bow River is not particularly big as Canadian rivers go, over 
the 645 kilometres from the glacier where it trickles into existence to its 
confluence with the Oldman to form the South Saskatchewan River, the 
Bow River falls twenty-six hundred metres.12 Much of this descent occurs 
on the lower streamflow of its upper reaches. But where the Bow forces 
its way out of the mountains at Banff and where it carves its way through 
the sandstone shelves in the foothills, it plunges over three quite spec-
tacular waterfalls that drew attention to its hydroelectric possibilities: Bow 
Falls (19.5 m), Kananaskis Falls (21.3 m), and Horseshoe Falls (21.3 m). 
The Denis and White 1911 inventory of Canadian waterpowers contained 
full-page photographs of each of these falls in full spate. In the eighty-
eight kilometres between Kananaskis Falls and Calgary, the mainstem of 
Bow River descends a total of 230 metres through valley terrain, providing 
several potential dam sites. As the Bow descends, its tributaries add to the 
volume of its flow. Taking the measure of the river below Calgary as 100 
per cent, on average that flow is made up of the following constituents:

At Banff, only 30 per cent of the ultimate Bow tumbled over Bow Falls, 
but at the Kananaskis and Horseshoe Falls sites, waterpower developers 
had at their disposal approximately 60 per cent of the downstream flow 
of the river and a respectable twenty-one-metre head. They were located, 
however, within the bounds of a reserve set aside for the Nakoda in 1885 
subsequent to their signing of Treaty 7 in 1877.13 

Of course, others besides waterpower developers and hydraulic en-
gineers took delight in falling water. By the turn of the twentieth century, 
the upper reaches of the Bow River had become an international tourist 
destination, with the Bow Falls a centrepiece attraction.
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Elements of the Flow of the Bow River

Bow River above Banff 31.2%

Spray River 11.1%

Cascade River 5.9%

Kananaskis River 12.1%

Ghost River 5.8%

Elbow River 7.6%

Bow Basin runoff 26.3%

Source: Environment Alberta, South Saskatchewan 
River Basin Historical Natural Flows, 1912–1995,  
CD-ROM version 2.02.

During the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1883, 
workers discovered hot springs in the region that would come to be known 
as Banff. William Van Horne, the vice-president of the CPR, inspired by 
the example of the Northern Pacific Railroad and Yellowstone, urged 
the Government of Canada to reserve the area around the hot springs as 
Canada’s first national park. The government obliged with commendable 
speed, the prime minister himself playing a leading role. In 1885, the 
government declared, and in 1886, created Rocky Mountains National 
Park, a small twenty-five square kilometre reservation that included 
the springs and Bow Falls. The initial inspiration emphasized the hot 
springs as a health spa, but other rationales also crept in. Prime Minister 
Macdonald, speaking in the House of Commons, expressed the hope 
that the new park would become “a place of great resort.” Government 
ownership would prevent squatting and tawdry commercial development 
and would thus attract well-off tourists. In Macdonald’s words: “There is 
beautiful scenery, there are the curative properties of the water, there is 
a genial climate, there is prairie sport and there is mountain sport; and I 
have no doubt that that will become a great watering-place.”14 

To accommodate visitors, doctors and businessmen built spas, hotels 
and sanitoria in the park for the ill, the infirm, and the enervated dur-
ing the late 1880s and 1890s. The railway quickly built a grand hotel on a 
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ridge affording spectacular views across Bow Falls down the river valley. 
A small tourist village developed where the road from the railway station 
crossed the Bow River leading to the hotels and spas. Drawn by publicity 
brochures, advertisements, and colourful railway posters, tourists from 
all over the world, but mainly the eastern United States, began to descend 
on Rocky Mountains National Park, arriving and departing, of course, 
as passengers of the CPR. As the number of summer visitors steadily ex-
panded, so too did the boundaries of the park and its identity. Although 
it was a small postage stamp presence in 1885, two years later, conscious 
of the attraction of the unspoiled mountain scenery of the region, the 
government enlarged Rocky Mountains National Park to 674 square kilo-
metres. In 1892, the Lake Louise region was appended to the park. By 
1902, with tourists flocking to the region by rail each summer, the park 
had expanded to an enormous 110,250 square kilometres encompassing a 
huge triangular area of southern Alberta between the BC boundary and 
the front range of the Rockies.15 

The tourists, through their behaviour and the aiding and abetting 
by the railway and local businessmen, gradually transformed a health 
resort and spa into something quite different. It turned out that visitors 
came primarily for the magnificent mountain scenery, and a brave few 
for the mountaineering opportunities afforded by the surrounding peaks. 
The mountaineers branded Banff as the “Switzerland of Canada,” an 
idea seized upon by CPR managers, who imported actual Swiss moun-
tain guides to ensure the safety of their wealthy and influential guests. 
Less adventurous visitors sought more moderate outdoor pursuits – tally 
ho rides, hikes, trail riding, sightseeing, fishing, and boating, activities 
assiduously developed and promoted by local entrepreneurs. All of this 
outdoor leisure could be enjoyed in a sublime, bracing mountain setting 
and in luxury accommodation. The CPR and local boosters ensured that 
the word got out.16 

By the first decade of the twentieth century, Rocky Mountains National 
Park (it would become the more familiar Banff National Park in 1930) had 
established itself as one of the world’s premier tourist destinations and an 
object of Canadian national pride. The idea of what a national park should 
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be continued to evolve in practice under the necessity of attracting more 
visitors to make the park self-financing. Amusements and distractions – 
such as wild animal zoos, curio shops, and eventually a Wild West–in-
spired Indian Days festival – were organized to entertain idle guests and 
draw new types of visitors. Through it all, the Bow River in its various 
forms played a starring role in the park production – as lakes, as a mirror 
to mountains, as a gentle curving stream, as thundering falls, and as a 
majestic valley. In passing, it should be noted that the hydroelectric engi-
neers excluded Bow Falls from their waterpower calculations after apply-
ing the principle of highest and best use. In the words of Leo Denis and J. 
B. Challies, who surveyed the waterpower of the Bow between 1911 and 
1914: “The famous Bow fall, on the Bow River, near the Canadian Pacific 
Railway Company’s hotel at Banff, has been considered to have a far great-
er potential value from an aesthetic standpoint than from any possible 
use for power development purposes. For this reason no attempt has been 
made to consider it from a utilitarian viewpoint.”17 In other words, Bow 
Falls had the potential to generate more income from tourism than from 
electricity.

A powerful new cultural phenomenon, tourism, combined with cor-
porate authority of the CPR and the power of the Government of Canada, 
conspired to drape a world-famous and much beloved national park 
upon the headwaters of the Bow River. As fate would have it, the falling 
water and hydroelectric potential of the Bow River thus locked the City of 
Calgary, the power developers, the Nakoda people, and the national park 
in an inescapable mutual embrace.



15

CHAPTER  2

Power Struggle

In a networked society, things are connected in surprising ways, often at 
a distance. The simple act of turning on a light switch or hopping on a 
streetcar can have far-reaching ramifications. The energy needs of cities 
usually have implications far beyond municipal borders.1 The concentrat-
ed demands of a city effectively reorient activities in the region to serve 
that city’s needs. Knowledge, engineering capability, financial capacity, 
and business acumen have to be attracted and applied to sometimes re-
mote resources to create an integrated electrical system. Local capabilities 
are rarely sufficient in non-metropolitan settings, and the process of com-
bining these disparate elements is rarely harmonious. Calgary’s growing 
power needs over the twentieth century thus spun out a complex regional, 
national, and even international web of reciprocal relations that subsumed 
local interests in a broader net of opportunities, obligations, and conflicts.

Hydroelectric technology, capitalist enterprise, and the urban de-
mand for electricity transformed the rivers and streams that snaked out 
of the eastern foothills of the Rocky Mountains from nineteenth-century 
transportation disappointments into valuable twentieth-century natural 
resources. An all-too-familiar struggle of animal spirits followed to pos-
sess, control, and exploit those resources. Calgary’s quest for electricity to 
energize its burgeoning growth after the turn of the century engendered a 
struggle between four main sets of actors: the City of Calgary, an electric 
company, the Nakoda people, and the Government of Canada. But it was 
even more complicated than that. We should not confuse the descriptive 
utility of an abstract categorization with unanimity of purpose or goal. 



WILDERNESS AND WATERPOWER16

Words like city, company, people, and government sound like singular, 
cohesive units. On close examination, in this particular but not atypical 
case, the unity within each category breaks down very quickly. Each of 
these groups was internally divided into subgroups with different material 
interests and outlooks.

The struggle within was sometimes as intense as the struggle between. 
Policy emerged from a sum of the balance of power and the differences 
within categories. Negotiations between the actors were thus messy, seem-
ingly interminable, and unpredictable. The need for power roiled affairs 
within the city council and divided ratepayers. Bureaucrats in different 
departments thousands of miles away struggled in lengthy memoranda to 
understand the situation and come to decisions consistent with ambigu-
ous public policy. Entrepreneurs and engineers jockeyed against one an-
other to line up the necessary licences and contracts. The Nakoda people 
found themselves in a storm centre of economic development. They, too, 
were divided by the possibilities and the apparent dangers of surrendering 
their resources. Risks had to be calculated and uncertainties dealt with all 
around in this high-stakes game. Even nature turned out to have a surpris-
ing trick up its sleeve; power from the river would not be released without 
a struggle.

But in the end, two waterfalls would be subdued and silenced, their 
waters diverted through penstocks and turbines to provide Calgary with 
the electricity it demanded. An eastern corporation, a creation of Canadian 
high finance in its most gilded age, could, with some qualification, be said 
to emerge triumphant in this struggle for power. Inevitability, as we shall 
see, is an illusion of hindsight.

The inadequate service provided by the Calgary Water Power 
Company led the City of Calgary, in 1905, to open its own municipally 
owned thermal electric plant powered by coal from the Bankhead mine 
in Banff National Park. Within two years, the plant had to be doubled 
in size to meet the surging demand. As the city fathers contemplated the 
need to expand the plant even further in the near future and, at the same 
time, build roads, sewers, and water mains, municipal pride in owning an 
electric utility collided with financial necessity. Moreover, the city hoped 



172 : Power St r ugg le

to build its own street railway, both a capital-intensive project on its own 
and a major new consumer of electric power. The new street railway would 
certainly overtax the capacity of even the newly expanded electric plant. 
How could the electricity required to drive urban growth be acquired in 
sufficient quality and reliability, and at the lowest price, with the city re-
taining control over distribution? It was a question that both inspired local 
businessmen and perplexed the aldermen.

Two newly arrived businessmen involved in the development of the 
energy-intensive cement industry, W. J. Budd and W. M. Alexander, simul-
taneously incorporated the Calgary Power and Transmission Company, 
applied to the federal government for a waterpower licence on the Bow, 
and asked the city council for a franchise to distribute their hydroelec-
tric power within the city. With waterfalls thundering away upriver and 
knowledge of other hydroelectric developments circulating, the idea of de-
veloping these waterfalls to meet Calgary’s needs had for some time been 
the topic of conversation and, on one occasion, of a brief investigation, 
but the technical, financial, and organizational requirements of such an 
undertaking overwhelmed local capabilities.2 Hydroelectric development 
remained a dream until the upstart Budd-Alexander proposal in 1907 
brought the practical possibility into sharper focus. The Budd-Alexander 
bid, however, drew immediate protest from the existing private electric 
utility, Calgary Water Power Company, as well as a counterbid from the 
Alberta Portland Cement Company, represented by a young lawyer, R. B. 
Bennett, which also promised to deliver hydroelectricity from the Bow 
but at a lower cost. Both bids were, to some degree, fictions since neither 
group had the licences, financing, or technical capability in place at the 
time. After lengthy negotiations, and despite the backbiting of rivals, city 
council eventually chose to deal with the less well-connected newcomers, 
Budd and Alexander, in two contracts, one signed in the spring of 1907 
giving the Calgary Power and Transmission Company the right to distrib-
ute its power (but not electricity for lighting) to industries in the city, and 
a second signed in the fall of 1907 providing the company with the right to 
supply the municipal system with wholesale electricity for street lighting 
and distribution to local retail customers. With these contracts in hand, 
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Budd and Alexander were thus positioned to raise the necessary money 
and obtain the essential waterpower licence.

Initially, Budd and Alexander remained a little vague as to where on 
the Bow the hydroelectricity would be generated. But in December 1906, as 
their negotiations with the city heated up, they applied to the Department 
of the Interior for rights to develop the waterpower of Horseshoe Falls.3 
This simple request reopened the thorny question of who “owned” the 
waterpower of the Bow, or rather, under what authority rights might be 
granted and who might benefit. Alberta had been created as a province in 
1905, but the federal government retained control over its Crown lands. 
Furthermore, under the Indian Act, the federal government had ultimate 
responsibility for Indian reserves, and beyond that, the federal government 
had jurisdiction over navigable rivers. In theory, the federal Department 
of the Interior thus had threefold authority over the disposition of Bow 
River waterpowers since the river was deemed to be navigable, the sites 
were on an Indian reserve, and, even if they hadn’t been, the federal gov-
ernment managed Crown lands in Alberta.

The federal government exercised its jurisdiction over the water re-
sources of the West through the North West Irrigation Act of 1894. This 
legislation – drafted by the redoubtable William Pearce, the western lands 
manager for the Department of the Interior, and based upon the water 
law of Australia – was intended, as its title suggests, to regulate the use 
of water for irrigation purposes, but it covered all other water-taking ac-
tivities as well. The North West Irrigation Act explicitly rejected riparian 
rights as the basis of water allocation in favour of the “first in time, first in 
right” principle more suited to arid landscapes. Unlike irrigation, hydro 
power generation was not a consumptive use. Irrigation withdrew water; 
hydro merely used water in passing.4

As it turned out, Budd and Alexander were not the first persons to 
apply for rights to this site. In 1903, when Edmonton lawyer Frank Oliver, 
representing clients who wanted to build a sawmill and flour mill, asked 
for a licence to use the waterpower of Horseshoe Falls, he was advised that 
since the falls lay within the Nakoda Indian Reserve, he would first have 
to purchase the necessary lands from the Nakoda.5 Bureaucrats in the 
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Department of the Interior further informed Oliver, no doubt gleefully, 
that no waterpower licences had ever been granted on Indian reserves – a 
clear signal that even with a land purchase agreement, no waterpower li-
cence would be forthcoming. Internally, the department legal officer even 
doubted that the Interior Department had the authority to grant a licence 
since the waterpower was situated on a navigable river.6 When the Nakoda 
people themselves were approached directly by the power developers, 
some younger band members approved of selling land for waterpower 
development, but Chief Chiniquay and his family disapproved of parting 
with such a large piece of the reserve. Several other potential developers 
lost interest after making initial inquiries.7

Looming electricity shortages in Calgary led the opportunistic CPR, 
in the spring of 1906, to apply for rights to Horseshoe Falls, as well as 
Kananaskis Falls just upstream. Officials from the Department of the 
Interior Lands Branch refused the request on the grounds that these 
waterpowers lay in what the department now considered “unnavigable 
waters within an Indian reserve.” Lands Branch authorities seemed to 
believe that the Nakoda possessed riparian rights in the falls and that they 
had the authority to sell the waterpower rights themselves.8 They would 
subsequently change their minds.

Following this line of legal reasoning, the Indian Affairs Branch of the 
Department of the Interior took over the file and began discussion with the 
Nakoda, employing the Reverend John McDougall of Morleyville as inter-
locutor. In response to McDougall’s prodding as to what terms they might 
demand should the CPR wish to negotiate, the Nakoda at first balked on 
the grounds that the railway had already surveyed the site without their 
permission and that sparks from passing trains had often set fires on their 
lands for which they had received no compensation. McDougall persisted 
nevertheless. In these negotiations, Indian Affairs officials instructed him 
to separate the issue of land sales for buildings and transmission towers 
from actual waterpower sales: “It is to be borne in mind in connection 
with the disposition of the water powers that there is serious doubt as to 
whether these are the property of the Indians, on account of the nature 
of the Bow River, and it is important that the question of the value of the 
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land should be determined apart from the value of the water powers.” In 
response, in mid-summer 1906, the Nakoda tentatively agreed that they 
might be willing to part with three thousand acres for ten dollars an acre, 
a per capita payment of twenty dollars ($13,000), and three hundred head 
of cattle ($9,000). The CPR, believing this to be too high a price to pay, 
walked away.9

Six months later, the Budd and Alexander application arrived in 
Ottawa. Following these earlier precedents, the Department of the Interior 
advised Budd and Alexander to negotiate a land purchase to accommodate 
their works with the Nakoda directly, but the department would have final 
authority over the land surrender. In a new twist, however, department 
lawyers now considered the possibility that the bed of the Bow, as it passed 
between the three parcels of land making up the Nakoda Reserve, might 
now belong to the recently created Province of Alberta. Not wanting to 
surrender this important power under ambiguous circumstances, the de-
partment nonetheless decided that it had the authority to issue an interim 
waterpower licence once the developers had acquired the necessary prop-
erty from the Nakoda. After the works began operation, a final licence 
would be granted.10

When Alexander and Budd applied to the Department of Indian 
Affairs to purchase the necessary land, they were informed that Indian 
Affairs itself lacked the power to “grant land under water or permit di-
versions,” but that it could help out with the land purchase issue.11 In a 
remarkably short period of time for such a complex issue, on March 12, 
1907, Alexander, Budd, and the Nakoda signed an agreement for the pur-
chase of one thousand acres of reserve land. The band – represented by its 
agent, T. I. Fleetham, and Chief Moses Bearspaw, Chief Peter Wesley, and 
Chief Jonas Two Young Man, as well as Councillors James Swampy, Amos 
Big Stony, John Mark, Hector Crawler, and George McLean – surrendered 
what they considered “gravelly land” unsuited to agriculture. The power 
developers obtained the land they needed for their dam, powerhouse, head 
works, reservoir, and transmission line (and whatever rights might apper-
tain to it) for $10 an acre, a one-time payment of $3,350 (distributed as 
follows: $5 per capita, $15 for headmen and $25 for chiefs), the purchase 
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of fifty brood mares, and the promise to fence the property they had at-
tained. The land purchase and waterpower lease were considered separ-
ately as the Department of the Interior legal advisors insisted. Budd and 
Alexander also agreed to pay $1,500 to the superintendent of Indian affairs 
annually as a water rental. An interim agreement with Indian Affairs was 
subsequently drafted in the name of the Calgary Power and Transmission 
Company.12 Throughout these talks with hydroelectric power developers 
and the government, the Nakoda proved surprisingly willing to negotiate 
and conclude a deal, notwithstanding divisions of opinion among them. 
Moreover, they consciously demanded what they and their counterparties 
considered exacting but reasonable terms. They knew the market value of 
their land, and they got it.

The Native people on the site settled their differences over waterpower 
development, but the subterranean battle among the bureaucrats in far-off 
Ottawa continued unabated. The waterpower officer in the Lands Branch 
of the Department of the Interior, J. B. Challies, strenuously objected to 
not being consulted. He believed that neither the Indigenous people nor 
Indian Affairs had the right to lease the waterpower either under Treaty 7 
or as riparian owners. They might authorize the sale of lands, he argued, 
but not the rights to waterpower. Challies insisted that the annual water-
power rental fee was being paid to the wrong party. His superiors agreed 
that the Department of the Interior alone (not Indian Affairs) had the 
right to issue a permit for the use of the water. Section 92 (24) of the British 
North America Act clearly granted the federal government jurisdiction 
over “Indians and lands reserved for Indians,” powers to be exercised by 
the superintendent general of Indian affairs.13 But as a result of a technical-
ity, probably unique to the Nakoda situation, the waterpower bureaucrats 
may have concluded that the Bow River was not technically part of the 
Indian Reserve. The Nakoda reserve lands as actually surveyed and regis-
tered consisted of three separate parcels of land, two on the north side of 
the Bow and one on the south side. These parcels, as spelled out in the offi-
cial documents and drawn on the surveyors’ maps, were described as run-
ning from specified points in the interior to the banks of the Bow, not to 
the river’s mid-point. This seemed to imply that the Nakoda were thus not 
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Stoney elders, circa 1908: (l. to r.) James Swampy, Hector Crawler, Jonas 
Two Young Man, John Bearspaw, Peter Wesley, Amos Big Stoney, John Mark 
(Glenbow Archives, NA-1263-13).

riparian owners, in which case administration rights to the riverbed and 
waterpower may have been thought to lie with the Interior Department 
rather than Indian Affairs. In any event, the waterpower bureaucrats in 
the Lands Branch (who were in the process of seeking their own divisional 
designation as the Water Power Branch) asserted their authority by de-
manding that the lease should stipulate the conditions under which the 
power might be used, the dates of the term, the obligations to continuous 
development owed by the lessee, the authority of government regulatory 
oversight of rates, and the conditions under which the licence would be 
suspended and the property recovered.14

By the end of 1907, Budd and Alexander had in hand important power 
contracts with the City of Calgary and the promise of a waterpower lease to 
Horseshoe Falls, subject to their agreement. But they could not command 
all of the financial resources or entrepreneurial skills required to complete 
the project. They retained professional engineers from the East to draw up 
detailed plans for a dam and powerhouse with a working head of seventy-
four feet that would permit the initial development of about six thousand 

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-1263-13
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horsepower annually at a cost of some $600,000.15 Yet, notwithstanding 
the contracts with the city and an agreement to sell bulk power to a 
nearby cement company, Budd and Alexander proved unable to raise such 
sums, and eventually, in 1909, with the deadline for commencing power 
supply to Calgary closing in, they surrendered control of Calgary Power 
and Transmission Company to their principal creditors: their engineers, 
C. B. Smith and W. G. Chace. But neither could the engineers raise the 
money required to finance a hydroelectric project of this size. Smith, 
therefore, immediately set about flogging this western property among 
the community of eastern Canadian hydroelectric financiers; he found an 
eager buyer in the Royal Securities Corporation of Montreal.16

Enter William Max Aitken, the impish wizard behind Royal Securities 
Corporation. Though not yet thirty years of age, Max Aitken had already 
ascended the heights of Canadian finance capitalism, earning a reputation 
along the way as one of its sharpest, most aggressive, and slightly slippery 
company promoters. As a personality, Max Aitken impressed everyone he 
met with an indomitable will to succeed, a salesman’s counter-jumping 
enthusiasm, a rare zest for life, and a relentless focus on the business at 
hand. For example, he turned his Cuban honeymoon into a scouting trip 
for street railway prospects. His youthful appearance, raffish manner, and 
arresting physical appearance invariably drew comment. His round head 
was, by universal agreement, far too large for his body. A huge Cheshire cat 
grin permanently creased his cheeks; outlandish ears, a tight collar, and a 
porkpie hat perched casually atop his head did nothing to diminish first 
impressions of a boyish mischief maker. Nonetheless, it was his success 
in the cut-throat business world of company promotion and mergers that 
impressed his financial superiors, made him indispensible, and stirred 
mixed emotions of admiration, wariness, and betrayal among those with 
whom he did business. It turned out he knew a thing or two about Calgary.

Born the fifth of what would be nine children to the Reverend and 
Mrs. William Aitken in 1879, the young Max fled the patriarchal rectitude 
of the Presbyterian manse and its preordained career in banking or law. 
The truant of Newcastle, New Brunswick, set out for the far West, fol-
lowing his youthful idol and mentor, R. B. Bennett, to Calgary in 1898 to 
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make his fortune peddling life insurance, running a bowling alley, selling 
real estate, and delivering meat. Dissipation and disappointment delivered 
him back home to Atlantic Canada – contrite, more sober, but all the more 
determined to make his mark. It was at this low point in 1902 that Aitken 
somehow scraped an acquaintance with John F. Stairs, the dean of Halifax 
finance and president of Royal Securities Corporation. Stairs put him to 
work raising money for the steel companies and utilities that he and his 
friends controlled. Max soon made himself indispensable. In this en-
vironment, he developed two remarkable talents: company promotion and 
securities salesmanship. Mentored by the Halifax financial community, 
Stairs’s protege launched or rebuilt street railways and electric companies 
in second- and third-tier communities in Trinidad, British Guiana, Cuba, 
and Puerto Rico. Just as important, he developed an enterprising sales 
network to unload the securities generated by these company promotions 
on the doctors, lawyers, ships’ captains, merchants, widows, and orphans 
of Maritime Canada.

After Stairs’s sudden death in 1905, Max Aitken emerged as the guid-
ing spirit of Royal Securities, turning it into an investment bank special-
izing in high-risk but also high-return enterprises that, for the most part, 
he controlled. By 1907, the Maritimes had begun to be too small for his 
ambition, and the region lacked the financial resources he needed for his 
ever more ambitious schemes. Moreover, the backbiting and squeamish-
ness of his more staid and established associates, who perhaps resented 
his spectacular success, curbed his style. It was a messy divorce. But in 
the end, Max Aitken decamped, as the undisputed proprietor of Royal 
Securities, to Montreal, where he would be closer to the real action in 
company promotion, the A-team of Canadian capitalism, and the really 
big piles of money.17

Royal Securities, as an investment bank, needed a continuous stream 
of company promotions, mergers, and reorganizations. It was Max Aitken’s 
responsibility to put together these deals and negotiate the purchase terms 
and the capital structure, whereupon his sales team would then have to 
flog the “stuff” – the insiders’ argot for the various bonds, stock, and pre-
ferred shares generated – to institutions and private investors. Max Aitken 
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had to make rain. He was thus on 
the constant lookout for new oppor-
tunities – either new companies to 
promote, like the Western Canada 
Power Company in Vancouver, or, 
his preferred choice, “established 
and going concerns with good 
earnings which we can profitably 
capitalize” (read: load up with debt).

Recalling his not-too-distant 
youth, Max Aitken had already 
expressed interest in the prospects 
of the Calgary area. In 1908, he 
had suggested that his fellow New 
Brunswicker, Calgary lawyer R.  B. 
Bennett, should “take up” the 
electrical situation in the Alberta 
city to see whether the two private 

companies might be merged. Bennett, having long been involved with the 
situation, urged him not to get involved. The same year, Aitken dispatched 
his brother to see whether he could obtain a street railway franchise in 
Calgary on favourable terms, his thinking being that he might work back-
wards from the electric demands of the street railway to acquire and merge 
the two electric companies into an integrated utility with bond sales and 
bonus stock all round. City council drove too hard a bargain, and besides, 
seemed determined to build its own street railway system. Max Aitken 
retreated from the encounter complaining bitterly to his brother: “I think 
the council is so socialistic that a satisfactory proposition cannot be ob-
tained at the present time.” His brother agreed, adding that he considered 
the councillors “a bunch of grafters of the meanest kind.”18 These negotia-
tions also brought him into contact with C. B. Smith, who was struggling 
to make the Calgary Power and Transmission Company a going concern. 
Aitken initially dismissed all thought of taking over that company because 
he considered the contracts with the city disadvantageous to the company. 

Max Aitken, circa 1905  
(Notman Archive, McCord 
Museum, II-156537.1).
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His Calgary excursion had also brought him into contact with Toronto 
financier E.  R. Wood, the promoter of the Alberta Portland Cement 
Company, which had rights to the undeveloped Radnor hydroelectric site 
on the Bow near the confluence with the Ghost River. The two eastern 
financiers bruited about the possibilities of a grand merger of electric in-
terest in the region during 1908, but the collapse of the street railway talks 
with the city put paid to that scheme for the time being.

The following spring, however, Max Aitken changed his mind after 
spotting a desirable-looking waterpower site from the CPR train en route 
to his hydroelectric development in British Columbia.19 That summer, as 
he was coordinating the merger of all the leading cement producers in the 
country into the Canada Cement Company, Aitken realized that a power 
development in the Bow valley would fit neatly into his plans. First, if the 
merger were to proceed, only the manufacturing assets of Alberta Portland 
Cement would be valued. That meant the company would have to dispose 
of its Radnor hydroelectric site before the deal went through. Second, al-
though Portland cement, a new product made from processed crushed 
limestone, was cheaper to produce than the old marl cement excavated 
from lakebeds, it required vast amounts of electricity, especially to crush 
the stone. A new company could serve the power needs of the Alberta 
Portland Cement Company. A Calgary Power and Transmission takeover 
would include the contract to supply the Portland cement company at 
Exshaw, a floundering property presided over by Sir Sanford Fleming and 
an American buccaneering entrepreneur, James Ivor, who also intended 
to be included in the Canada Cement merger. These two industrial power 
contracts and the Radnor site – combined with the Horseshoe Falls de-
velopment, rights to upstream hydroelectric sites, and a contract to supply 
power to the Calgary municipal electric utility – made a Calgary deal look 
much more interesting to the mercurial Max.

At the height of the three-ring-circus Canada Cement merger negoti-
ations, Aitken met with C. B. Smith and E. R. Wood in September 1909, 
and in two days, they reached an agreement. A new company would be 
created to acquire Calgary Power and Transmission Company and the 
waterpower rights from Alberta Portland Cement at Radnor. Aitken 
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bought the company from Smith and Chace for $70,000 in cash and about 
$300,000 in stock in the new company, and Smith and Chace continued 
on as engineer-contractors of the Horseshoe project. The new company 
also assumed the Radnor site from Alberta Portland Cement as part of 
the cement merger deal and, along with it, a contract to provide electricity 
to this subsidiary of the merged entity. Aitken, of course, managed the 
financing of the new company, renamed Calgary Power. Royal Securities 
underwrote $3 million par value worth of its bonds at 85 per cent of their 
face value and received a generous bonus of common stock, probably in 
the range of a nominal $1.85 million, which, after taking his promoter’s 
profits, Aitken aimed to resell to Royal Securities’ clientele.20 It seemed 
on the face of it a neat side deal, a tasty snack en route to the much lar-
ger Canada Cement feast. In this flurry of deals, a financial magician like 
Max Aitken could make things even sweeter (for himself) without anyone 
being the wiser. One of Aitken’s minions, in examining the terms of the 
agreement, noted in wonder to Max that Royal Securities was owed a fur-
ther $300,000 stock in Calgary Power as a result of the inclusion of the 
Radnor property in the deal: “I wish to bring to your attention that Royal 
Securities will be in effect receiving this $300,000 in stock for nothing.”21 
Imagine that.

In a deal of this sort, the revenue from the bond sales would effective-
ly purchase the properties and finish construction. The bonds themselves 
would be taken up by a promotional syndicate at the discounted price 
making payments in instalments. After the promoter had taken his cut of 
the common stock and payments had been made to the principals of the 
companies being acquired, the remainder would be parcelled out to the 
bondholders as a bonus, the proportion of stock to bonds varying with 
distance from the inner circle of the syndicate, although there were risks 
associated with having too many unconstrained participants. Eventually, 
the bonds and the stock would be resold at a higher price and with much 
less bonus stock as the company progressed. Meanwhile, the syndicate 
members would agree to pool their stock for a period, designating one of 
their number a market maker who would buy and sell from the market in 
such a way as to create the illusion of a stable and promising investment. 
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Then, the syndicate members would cautiously unload their high-yielding 
bonds and now monetized common stock to what they called “real invest-
ors” who would hold the securities and not dump them onto the market 
at the first whiff of trouble. The inner circle of the investment syndicate 
could then realize their profits on the transaction, although some would 
wish to retain significant holdings in a particularly good going concern. 
But for the deal to be successful, the bonds would have to pay interest and 
the stock would have to earn its face value through growth and sound 
management.

This refinancing allowed construction of Calgary Power’s Horseshoe 
Falls project to forge ahead following C. B. Smith’s design and under his 
supervision. However, for the math to work on the Calgary Power deal, 
Max Aitken believed that the company would have to sell a great deal more 
power in Calgary and on better terms than the existing two contracts with 
the city. He instructed R. B. Bennett, a director of the company and its lo-
cal fixer, to wring a new contract out of city council for a longer period, in 
greater quantities but at a lower price than previously agreed. Meanwhile, 
as Bennett grappled with what turned out to be a Sisyphean task, Aitken, 
a promoter and financier rather than a utility manager, turned over dir-
ection of the company to Herbert S. Holt, well known as the president of 
Montreal Light, Heat, and Power. Aitken, preoccupied with other deals, 
gradually withdrew from company affairs, although he did take a lively 
interest in the negotiation of a new contract with the city.

Just when the company’s future looked set, serious problems arose. In 
all the investigation of power sites in the Bow valley, nobody appears to 
have bothered to take systematic and detailed streamflow measurements. 
C. B. Smith had simply contented himself with observing that “a valuable 
feature of the water supply in this river is the fact that all the head waters 
above the power site are situated within the Rocky Mountain[s National] 
Park, … which will be very slowly deforested if at all. The future constant 
flow of the river is thus ensured.”22 What that ignored, of course, was that 
these headwaters flowed out of mountains locked in ice half the year. Like 
all glacial streams, the volume of water in the Bow varied dramatically 
from season to season. As the snows melted in the spring, there was a spate 
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Horseshoe Falls Power Plant under construction, 1911 (Commission of 
Conservation).

followed by a steady run throughout the summer, but as the winter freeze-
up took hold at higher altitudes, the flow diminished steadily in the river’s 
gravel bed until it was little more than a trickle. Visitors usually saw the 
waterfalls in summer, during peak flow. The photographs in the White and 
Dennis inventory of waterpowers, for example, showed Bow, Kananaskis, 
and Horseshoe Falls foaming white in impressive early summer display. In 
mid-winter, these waterfalls would present a more timid aspect.

Flow variation on this scale was a critical problem for a run-of-the-riv-
er hydroelectric station with only a small amount of water storage. Power 
production was measured on a twelve-month basis, and continuous out-
put was a critical factor, especially for a city like Calgary, where cold, dark 
winters created high peak loads for electric lighting. Another engineer 
retained by Max Aitken in the fall of 1909 had warned that gauging of the 
Bow had not been carefully done to date and that it was well known that 
the flow was low at certain times of the year.23 Just how critical the problem 
was became obvious in dramatic fashion during the first year of construc-
tion at Horseshoe Falls. In February and March 1910, the river practically 
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dried up altogether, and then in June, it burst through the cofferdams and 
undermined the footings of the main dam. As a result, the spillways had to 
be redesigned to handle the late spring runoff, and the winter horsepower 
rating of the plant was revised downward. The company did not even have 
enough capacity to provide all the power already contracted for, much less 
to provide for future expansion. The directors of Calgary Power were so 
angered that they fired C. B. Smith as the project engineer on account of 
negligence and incompetence.24

Detailed hydrographic studies over the next few years revealed the 
unpleasant truth. Smith had estimated that the absolute minimum flow 
in the most extreme winter conditions would be 960 cubic feet per second 
(cfs) with an average flow of about 1,600 cfs, permitting annual average 
production of 10,000 hp. Federal government engineers discovered that 
the Bow at the mouth of the Kananaskis River just above the dam carried 
an average of only 725 cfs in March and 880 in April. During the second 
decade of the century, the highest flows ever recorded during these months 
were 1,080 and 1,340 cfs, respectively, in 1916, while in the dry winter of 
1920, the river trickled along at only 550 and 530 cfs in March and April.25

With the company in these vulnerable circumstances, R. B. Bennett 
faced serious opposition in his attempt to negotiate a new contract with 
the city. With its expanded municipal steam power plant and growing 
distribution system, city council thought of itself as a competitor in the 
electricity business. Indeed some members of council urged the city to 
build a hydroelectric station of its own on the Bow. Once Bennett gave 
up on the idea of entering the city as an operating company and string-
ing the company’s own wires alongside the two other sets already on the 
street, and began talking about supplying power wholesale to the mu-
nicipal utility, city council seemed prepared to talk but remained wary. 
After the well-publicized problems with the Horseshoe project, council-
lors harboured quite justified apprehension about the quantity of power 
the company might deliver and its all-season reliability. Skepticism even 
led city council to encourage a locally promoted hydroelectric scheme 
on the upper Elbow River during this period. This distracting sideshow 
preoccupied city officials and even led the city to apply for and receive a 
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waterpower licence from the Department of the Interior on the Elbow. 
Bennett thus had to face off against another hydroelectric enterprise as 
well as the city’s municipal utility. Although this combined public-private 
hydroelectric project on the Elbow never came to fruition, it served its 
purpose as a stalking horse in the Calgary Power negotiations.

On the one hand, although Bennett was on good terms with the may-
or and councillors, and could muster influential friends in the business 
community, city council members remained obdurate about negotiating a 
new contract, concerned as they were about the dependability of the com-
pany’s power and protective as they were of their own electric utility. On 
the other hand, the city needed more power, even with a relocation and 
expansion of its steam plant in Victoria Park. Councillors could not be 
seen to be denying customers cheaper electricity by favouring their own 
pet project. So, after much toing and froing, the city and Bennett eventual-
ly cut a deal in August 1910, but not on terms Max Aitken would approve. 
The city granted the company a mere one-year contract for 2,000 hp at 
thirty dollars per horsepower, additional power to be supplied in 500 hp 
increments and at progressively lower prices. At 10,000 hp, the price would 
fall to twenty-four dollars. The new contract was for one year and could be 
renewed, but it gave no security to the company and it left the city open to 
either supplying Calgary’s growing power demand from its own expanded 
plant or buying more power from Calgary Power when the need arose.26 
Max Aitken had met his match in the Calgary city council, but at least the 
company had its foot in the door.

For all of these reasons, the first delivery of Bow River hydroelectri-
city to Calgary from Calgary Power’s Horseshoe Falls station on Sunday, 
May 21, 1911, turned out to be a rather low-key affair. Some municipal 
employees woke the mayor at 8:30 in the morning and drove him to the 
nondescript East Calgary substation, where he simply inserted a plug on 
a switchboard. “There was no demonstration of any kind,” the Calgary-
based Weekly Albertan commented, “no cheering crowd to witness this 
interesting event.”27

There was no cheering in Montreal either, where the management 
feared the company would not be able to pay even its fixed charges, 
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Horseshoe Falls Dam and Powerhouse (Glenbow Archives, NA-3496-14).

Horseshoe Falls Power Station (Glenbow Archives, PD-365-1-93).

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-3496-14
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much less earn a profit. The Calgary Power promotion had not gone off 
as planned. Expensive construction overruns and delays complicated the 
financing, as did the failure to obtain a long-term contract with the city. A 
casual observer would have concluded that Max Aitken’s second encounter 
with Calgary proved more successful and profitable than the first: he built 
a power company rather than a bowling alley. But to Max, both encoun-
ters ended in bitter disappointment. Burdened with an unco-operative 
city council and a rogue river, Calgary Power would not be the financial 
success that the man known as “the money spinner” had imagined.28

But by the time the company actually went into operation, Max 
Aitken was long gone and the problems were for others to fix. His bruis-
ing manner in putting together three of Canada’s largest mergers in the 
cement, steel, and railway equipment industries had won him few friends 
and earned him many enemies. Even his application to the Mount Royal 
Club was blackballed – “pilled,” in the local parlance. He made money for 
some powerful people, not the least himself, but his ruthless treatment 
of Sir Sanford Fleming – forcing his company into bankruptcy to get 
fire-sale terms for inclusion in the merger – deeply offended those same 
people.29 In any event, Montreal, and even Canada, had become too small 
for Max Aitken’s ambition. By the time the turbines of Calgary Power 
started spinning in the spring of 1911, Max Aitken, now just a shareholder 
with a sentimental interest in the property, had set himself up in London, 
England, to open a new phase in his life.30
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CHAPTER  3

Doubling Down

Capitalism, in Canada’s gilded age, could be a cruel taskmaster. Money 
easily raised and invested had to be paid back, with interest. Common 
stock would remain worthless as a bonus unless growth of the business 
drove up the market price; otherwise, bankruptcy loomed. For Calgary 
Power to succeed as a company flotation, or even to meet its outstanding 
contracts, it would very quickly have to produce and sell more power on a 
continuous basis. Thus, on the one hand, the company had to convince its 
principal customer, the City of Calgary, to purchase more of its power. On 
the other hand, the company did not have power to sell from its existing 
plant.

Survival, then, compelled the company to undertake two expensive 
projects immediately. It would have to build another hydroelectric station 
on the Bow River as soon as possible. But that plant, given the seasonal 
fluctuations in streamflow, would be as inefficient on a continuous year-
ly basis as the Horseshoe plant unless the company also addressed the 
imperfections of the river as a power producer by building an upstream 
storage reservoir to smooth out the flow of the river. However urgent these 
two projects were from a business point of view, both faced serious and 
legitimate objections. Financial necessity would compel the company to 
ride roughshod over these obstacles. Sometimes it would be its own worst 
enemy. The company would prevail, as this chapter and the next explain, 
but not without guile and, once again, not on its own terms.

When Max Aitken received the warning in 1909 from an engineer 
that severe seasonal fluctuation in water supply might be a problem, , he 
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took steps, even before the spring freshets swept away the cofferdams at 
the construction site in 1910, to try and rectify the situation by securing 
additional generating capacity for Calgary Power. A couple of miles up-
stream from Horseshoe Falls where the Kananaskis River flowed into the 
Bow, the river tumbled over a series of four low pitches totalling about 
forty feet in height as it flowed through a narrow gorge about one hundred 
yards long. Properly dammed, a head of seventy feet could be developed 
at Kananaskis Falls, which would permit the generation of 3,500 hp an-
nually, even with a minimum river flow of 550 cubic feet per second (cfs).1 

In January 1910, Calgary Power applied to the federal government 
for permission to begin a development at Kananaskis Falls. Officials at the 
Interior Department quickly recognized that the plans would create two 
problems: the lands flooded by the headpond were, in part, inside not only  
the Nakoda Indian Reserve but also Rocky Mountains National Park, 
whose boundaries had been greatly enlarged in 1902. As of 1910, the leg-
islation governing national parks did not authorize hydroelectric develop-
ment. The Nakoda Indians would once again have to be persuaded to sell 

Kananaskis Falls looking downstream about 1913 (Glenbow Archives,  
NA-3544-27).
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Kananaskis Falls looking upstream before dam (Glenbow Archives,  
NA-3802-8).

the land needed for development of the hydroelectric site. No development 
could proceed without a satisfactory settlement of these issues. Despite 
repeated entreaties from the company, a whole year passed without any-
thing being done. Even the retention of a prominent Liberal politician and 
lobbyist, Senator N. A. Belcourt, failed to secure action. The waterpower 
expert at the Department of the Interior, J. B. Challies, was convinced that 
Calgary Power should receive no further concessions until the Horseshoe 
plant had begun production, which would not occur until May 1911. On 
the one hand, Challies could see the virtues of having a single company 
develop both Kananaskis and Horseshoe: it would permit the coordinated 
use of scarce water resources and eliminate the need for duplicate trans-
mission lines and substations. On the other hand, he feared that Calgary 
Power lacked the capability to raise the large sums of capital required to 
finance both developments.2 

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-3802-8
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Those concerns were reinforced by the appearance of a second 
contender for the development rights at Kananaskis Falls in January 
1911. Heading the rival syndicate was Dr. Andrew Macphail of McGill 
University, a prominent essayist and political commentator who usually 
reserved his deepest scorn for the plutocratic businessmen who domi-
nated turn-of-the-century society in Canada.3 Despite the irony of having 
to do business with Canada’s leading critique of finance capitalism with 
no previous experience in the hydroelectric industry, the government bu-
reaucrats had to take Macphail’s application seriously. First, Macphail had 
money of his own and could be reasonably expected to raise the amounts 
required by a project of this size. Second, within his family circle, he had 
the engineering expertise to design a professional hydroelectric facility. 
Macphail had also been shrewd enough to retain another Liberal lobbyist 
to put his well-conceived case for waterpower rights before the Department 
of the Interior.4 

This competitive bid complicated the situation and made a speedy 
resolution to the licence less likely for Calgary Power. Both designs made 
effective use of the Kananaskis waterfall. The simplest solution – granting 
the power to the earliest applicant – was not available since neither had 
been first. The CPR had long ago applied for rights to develop Kananaskis 
and had been denied by the Department of the Interior, apparently on 
the grounds that the railway company was simply acting as a speculative 
monopolist of western waterpowers. Therein lay a further difficulty. Could 
a government department be seen, on its own, to grant a monopoly of the 
waterpower on the Bow River to one company since it also owned rights to 
the downstream Radnor site? The civil servants needed some cover. Time 
for outside professional advice.

Faced with these two claimants, the bureaucrats retained Canada’s 
foremost hydroelectric engineer, C. H. Mitchell, to assess the merits of the 
rival schemes. He reported that there was little to choose between them, 
but concluded,

Apart from purely technical considerations and on grounds of 
public utility (i.e. efficiency of public service and freedom from 
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possible interruption, etc.), there is a certain obvious advantage 
in the ownership and operation of a plant on this site by the same 
company which owns and operates the Horseshoe Falls plant. The 
interests, market and sphere of operations of the two plants would 
be similar and unless there were strong economic or political 
reasons for separate companies and fields of operation, a close 
cooperation, or at least working arrangement, would seem to be 
a natural consequence. This appears especially so as the sites are 
so near each other and closely interconnected by river conditions, 
and because it is quite feasible and economic to operate the two 
plants in parallel by the same staff and transmit the power to the 
market over the same transmission lines.5 

In opting for monopoly control, Mitchell confirmed the views of other 
technocrats, such as J. B. Challies, about the greater efficiency of coordi-
nated development.

Mitchell’s endorsement effectively derailed Macphail’s proposal and 
ultimately opened the way for the federal government to grant Calgary 
Power the Kananaskis site. The department quickly endorsed Mitchell’s 
opinion although the terms of the final waterpower lease would not be 
ironed out for another year.6 At this critical point in the life of the com-
pany, the presidency changed hands once again. With Horseshoe Falls 
finally delivering power in the summer of 1911, Herbert Holt took the op-
portunity to step down as president. “I consider that it is vitally important 
for the welfare and interest of the company that the chief executive officer 
should reside in the West,” he reported to the board. This was persiflage. 
The Montreal directors had become disenchanted with the company and 
did not see the virtue of pouring good money after bad. By contrast, those 
directors closest to the scene remained optimistic, influenced perhaps by 
the boom town atmosphere of Calgary. This internal division had ham-
pered decision making. Holt resigned in the interest of unified manage-
ment. This also let someone else carry the can, in the event of failure, 
and assume the burdensome and risky responsibility of negotiating the 
licences, finances, and sales contracts needed for the company to succeed. 
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R. B. Bennett, the local legal fixer, was duly elected president, a doubly 
fortunate choice since he would soon become a Conservative member of 
Parliament from Calgary, well placed to exert pressure in the company’s 
interest upon the new Conservative government of Robert Borden.7 

By the time Horseshoe Falls began operations, several other ob-
stacles to the development of power at Kananaskis had been removed. 
The company required nearly two hundred acres of land within Rocky 
Mountains National Park for its reservoir, but the act that had created 
the park in the 1880s contained no provision for the alienation of lands 
for such purposes. The Laurier government had already set about drafting 
a new Forest Reserves and Parks Act that gave the cabinet the power to 
make regulations covering the exploitation of natural resources, including 
waterpower developments and transmission lines. This legislation went 
through Parliament in the spring of 1911, attracting little attention.8 

The interim licence to develop Kananaskis Falls, granted in October 
1911, only conveyed the right of development. For its works, Calgary Power 
would also have to acquire more than two hundred acres of land on the 
Nakoda Indian Reserve. The company claimed to possess the same powers 
as a railway company to expropriate reserve lands when necessary, in case 
the band tried to hold them to ransom.9 And to ensure that such a thing 
could not occur, the Laurier government also amended the Indian Act 
in the spring of 1911 to give railways and public utilities broader powers 
in this regard. In the debate, Interior Minister Frank Oliver made plain 
that Native bands were not going to be permitted to stand in the way of 
developments favoured by the rest of Canadian society:

The Indian reserves throughout the country have been selected, 
one may say, with very good judgment; the reserves are probably 
the choice locations in the Dominion of Canada from one end 
to the other. Consequently with increases of population and 
increases of value of land, there necessarily comes some clash 
of interest between the Indian and the white man.… [I]t is not 
right that the requirements of white settlement should be ignored 
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– that is, that the right of the Indian should be allowed to become 
a wrong to the white man.10 

The leader of the opposition at the time, Robert Borden, objected, argu-
ing that these powers of expropriation could override treaty rights. Oliver 
reluctantly agreed and amended the bill to require cabinet approval before 
any such expropriation of Indian lands could take place.

Once more, the thorny issue of whether or not ownership of the ad-
jacent land made the Nakoda the owner of the waterpower raised its ugly 
head. Whatever the government bureaucrats might think – and in this 
case, the Indian Affairs and Water Power officials in Ottawa disagreed 
– the Nakoda believed that their land and the waterfalls were connected, 
and they valued the land accordingly. In the subsequent negotiations, they 
steadfastly refused to give way to the demands of Calgary Power unless 
they received compensation that they considered adequate. Against the 
company’s supposed powers of expropriation, the Nakoda had their own 
defences. In this struggle, though, they found themselves at something 
of a disadvantage. Late in 1911, the Interior Department was thoroughly 
reorganized and responsibility for hydraulic matters, which had formerly 
been dealt with by the Railway Lands Branch, was transferred to a new 
Water Power Branch. J. B. Challies, the new superintendent of the branch, 
was a strong proponent of hydroelectric development in western Canada, 
which gave the power companies subject to his authority a strong voice at 
court. The election on September 21, 1911, also brought the president of 
Calgary Power to the House of Commons as a Conservative MP.

The Indians wanted the same terms that they had received for the 
Horseshoe Falls development: a lump sum of $10,000 plus an annual pay-
ment of $1,500 to the band treasury. Challies insisted that they had no 
right to any waterpower rental and should merely receive payment for 
their lands as though they were located anywhere on the reserve.11 Delay 
in settling this matter pinched the company where it hurt – its bottom 
line. In the fall of 1912, Calgary Power complained to Challies that if the 
company was not permitted to begin construction at Kananaskis at once, 
it would not be able to supply the power needs of the city of Calgary by 
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Moses Bearspaw, Stoney Chief, circa 1908 (Glenbow Archives, NA-695-40).
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1913. Challies applied pressure to the Indian Affairs Department (which 
also fell under the minister of the interior) to grant an interim licence to 
the company so that work could be started. Eventually, J. D. McLean, the 
acting deputy superintendent general of Indian affairs, agreed, provided 
that an agreement to compensate the Nakoda could be worked out later. 
Immediately, construction workers moved onto the reserve, cutting trees, 
building roads, and erecting a bunkhouse at Kananaskis.12 

This unilateral action understandably infuriated the Nakoda, who had 
not been consulted. Local Indian Agent J. W. Waddy had to try and placate 
the angry band members, who now demanded as much as $125,000 for 212 
acres of their land and, in addition, sought other lands and more horses 
for their use. McLean, the deputy, advised Waddy to warn the Nakoda 
that if they made such unreasonable demands, the power company would 
simply apply to expropriate the necessary lands. Nonetheless, the band 
rejected out of hand Calgary Power’s offer of ten dollars per acre. They 
reduced their demand to a cash payment of twenty-five dollars per head 
for their 660 members ($16,500) in exchange for the lands, plus a yearly 
rental of $1,500 for the water rights.13 

Waddy considered the Indians’ demands quite reasonable and wired 
McLean in Ottawa: “Whole trouble caused by power company going 
ahead [with] permanent work with authority only for preliminary; [I] 
think the Indians acted very decent[ly] in matter [compared] to what 
white people would have done.” But R. B. Bennett considered the price of 
the lands (roughly seventy-five dollars per acre) “absurd” and demanded 
that McLean find some way “to adjust the matter.” In June 1913, angered by 
the company’s stalling, the Nakoda threatened to attack the power plant 
and destroy the works. Waddy took the matter seriously enough to inform 
the local Royal North West Mounted Police detachment at nearby Morley, 
and the company put a couple of extra men on watch against trouble.14 

Eventually, the Department of Indian Affairs dispatched its chief in-
spector of Indian Agencies, Glen Campbell, to the reserve to see if he could 
defuse the situation. Campbell ordered Calgary Power to stop work in an 
effort to cool things down, but company secretary V. M. Drury hurried 
up from Montreal to Ottawa, where he mobilized the sympathetic J. B. 
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Challies in the Water Powers Branch to help him persuade Frank Pedley, 
the deputy minister of Indian affairs, to countermand Campbell’s order.15 
The company was desperate to get on with construction to meet its exist-
ing commitments and to have the power on hand to expand and extend 
its contract with the City of Calgary when it came due for renewal in 1913.

Chief Inspector Campbell’s investigation led him to support the 
Nakoda demands: “I feel certain if this property was owned by any one of 
the shareholders of the Company that he would not even consider $100.00 
per acre.” If Calgary Power disagreed, he reported, then the whole matter 
should be referred to an arbitrator to be valued like comparable sites: “I 
cannot think any rich company expecting to gain immense wealth (as no 
doubt its prospectus will show) by obtaining this franchise would care to 
have its method of obtaining possession aired in court or newspapers, and 
I strongly urge the Indians be paid their price under the stipulations they 
make.”16 But the company made only a modest increase in its offer: it would 
buy the 25 acres actually needed for the dam and powerhouse for $625 
and lease another 160 acres for $500 per year, which, taken together with 
the $1,500 each for the use of the Kananaskis and Horseshoe Falls, would 
mean an annual income of $3,500, or about $5 for every resident of the 
reserve. Chief Inspector Campbell complained angrily to Superintendent 
McLean,

I think the Department is absolutely remiss in its duties to its wards 
in permitting the Company to trespass on an Indian reservation 
without permission from the Indians, and furthermore, that 
when asked by those Indians through their Inspector to hold up 
the work until a settlement is made, the Department does not take 
proper steps to do so.

Campbell promised to accompany the band leaders to a meeting in 
Calgary with Interior Minister Dr. W. J. Roche when he visited there early 
in September and to “fight out the matter with him.”17 

Roche promised them a speedy and generous settlement, provided 
the Nakoda agreed to arbitration of their demands, but Calgary Power 
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Schematic diagram of the Kananaskis Hydro-Electric Plant (Glenbow 
Archives, NA-3802-2).

Geography of the Kananaskis Site (Commission of Conservation).
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procrastinated throughout the fall of 1913, refusing to “pay an exorbitant 
price for useless land.”18 At one point, the company claimed that it had 
power to expropriate an easement over the lands and did not have to buy 
them.19 A few days later, they asked for an additional 290 acres of reserve 
lands along the Kananaskis River, which would be flooded behind a stor-
age dam planned to try and further increase the water supply available. 
Superintendent McLean abruptly refused even to consider such an appli-
cation until the ownership of the lands at the main dam site was settled.20 

Construction on the dam and powerhouse continued at a frantic pace 
even though these negotiations dragged on due to the company’s intransi-
gence. Spring and summer passed without settlement. With no agreement 
in sight, the bureaucrats at Indian Affairs became increasingly nervous 
that there would be violence if the matter was not settled by the time 
the Nakoda returned to the reserve from the autumn hunt at year’s end. 
Duncan C. Scott advised the company, “Unless everything completed by 
January first Department cannot hold itself responsible for the course of 
events.” Even though the company had just signed a new five-year contract 
to deliver a minimum of 5,000 hp annually to the City of Calgary at $26 

Kananaskis Dam (Glenbow Archives, PA-3689-127).
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each, with provision for larger supplies in future, it refused to offer more 
than $2,500 for the ninety-odd acres it now wanted, a price characterized 
by Indian Affairs officials as “absurdly low for land enhanced so greatly in 
value as that in question on account of commanding the utilization of the 
power.”21 

In an effort to calm the situation, Indians Affairs decided in mid-De-
cember to advance the band $3,000 (or $5 per head) to be recouped from 
the ultimate settlement. Agent Waddy, however, had the unpleasant task 
of explaining to the angry Nakoda that it now appeared likely that their 
lands would be considered simply as arable, since the value of the adjacent 
waterpower was covered by the $1,500 annual rental that Calgary Power 
was offering. A valuator chosen by the band reported to Ottawa that the 
lands without the waterpower were of negligible value but suggested that 
lands and water rights together be given a nominal capital value of $67,000, 
which, at a rate of return of 6 per cent, would yield a total of $4,000 per 
year for the Indians. Despite repeated urgings by Agent Waddy, however, 
the Nakoda refused to budge from their demand of $25 per head ($16,500) 
for the lands plus an annual rental of $1,500.22 

In January 1914, Calgary Power declined to agree to either figure, 
preferring instead to have an arbitrator settle the dispute. At the same 
time, the news that the company had already put one generating unit into 
service at Kananaskis Falls and expected to have a second in operation by 
February caused outrage among the Nakoda. Their chiefs informed Agent 
Waddy that the generating station must be closed down until the land 
claims were finally settled. Chief Inspector Campbell was again hastily 
ordered to Alberta to try and persuade them to do nothing while the arbi-
tration proceeded. In March, a three-man panel was agreed upon between 
Indian Affairs and the company, and Agent Waddy reported about the 
Nakoda that if the panel went about its task quickly, “he thinks he can 
hold them down a little longer.”23 

But the arbitration quickly bogged down in technicalities, and after a 
month and a half, Chief Inspector Campbell reported from Calgary that 
he was “tired of loafing here indefinitely doing nothing.” A visit to the 
reserve a few days later, however, alarmed him thoroughly:
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Situation there so dangerous, that if there is no immediate 
prospect of settlement … I advise you most seriously to arrange 
for immediate police protection to men at Kananaskis Falls. 
Indians determined to go to extremes to protect rights which they 
now believe are being sacrificed in favour of rich corporations. 
Waddy is holding them down hourly. Grave danger of trouble.24 

Campbell’s superiors in far-off Ottawa clearly considered him over-
wrought. The general superintendent of Indian affairs, Duncan C. Scott, 
grandly ordered him to dispel the “myth” that the Indians were being 
sacrificed to the interests of the company and told him to warn them that 
they would be prosecuted if they took the law into their own hands. The 
power company had, after all, the ultimate right to expropriate their lands 
if no settlement could be arrived at. Campbell did as he was told but re-
ported that these arguments cut no ice with the Indians. They had their 
own legal advice that they possessed the right to eject trespassers on their 
lands – by force, if necessary. “Stonies [sic],” wired Campbell, “really on 
[the] prowl.”25 

Eventually, a meeting of the band council was convened at Morley, 
Alberta, on May 12, 1914. The Indians delivered an ultimatum to Campbell, 
Waddy, and J. B. Challies of the Water Power Branch, who had been sent 
to advise on the value of the hydraulic site: they wanted a settlement on 
their terms approved by the minister of the interior within a fortnight 
or else the arbitration would proceed with instructions to determine the 
full market value of the waterpower. They were willing to send their three 
principal chiefs to Ottawa to explain their demands and sign an agree-
ment. Challies endorsed Campbell’s view that otherwise an Indian attack 
upon the power plant could hardly be avoided:

I submit that serious trouble costing thousands of dollars damage 
to Company’s property will most assuredly result with Indians 
in their present mood, unless the Department either directs their 
chiefs to come to Ottawa or instructs the arbitrators to proceed.… 
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The Indians have good cause to feel that they have not been dealt 
with frankly, fairly and promptly, and I am convinced that their 
attitude is reasonably fair and just.26 

Duncan Scott, who up to that point had insisted that no good purpose 
would be served by a meeting in Ottawa,27 hastily reversed himself and 
ordered Agent Waddy to accompany the three chiefs – George Maclean, 
Jonas Benjamin, and Dan Wildman – to the capital at once. The com-
pany seems to have recognized at long last that continued refusal to meet 
the Indians’ terms posed a real risk to the plant at Kananaskis Falls. 
Representing Calgary Power at a meeting in Scott’s office on May 20, 1914, 
corporate secretary Victor M. Drury signed an agreement conceding most 
of what the Nakoda had been demanding all along. A cash payment to the 
band of $16,500 ($25 per head) would cover the purchase of ninety-four 
acres for $9,000, plus an annual waterpower rental of $1,500 for the next 
five years. From 1919 on, the Indians would receive $1,500 annually as 
long as the company held the hydraulic rights to Kananaskis Falls.28 

With the Indians en route back to their reserve, Scott sat down on 
May 23, 1914, and wrote a memorandum to the file analyzing the deal. 
This minor classic in the field of bureaucratic self-justification purported 
to demonstrate that the band had gotten a pretty good deal thanks to the 
activities of Indian Affairs. After all, the $9,000 that they had received for 
their lands was a few hundred dollars more than the sum suggested by 
their own valuator. Moreover, they had already received on account $5 per 
head out of the sum coming to them. Perhaps a more accurate light on the 
whole business was cast by a letter of gratitude from Victor Drury, thank-
ing Scott for his “consideration in arranging the differences between the 
Indians and the Company.”29 The Nakoda had had to play on an uneven 
playing field, but in the end, they got their price.

Still, the company continued to display a rather cavalier attitude to-
ward its obligations. It paid grudgingly and on a delayed instalment plan. 
When the deal was signed, Drury forwarded an initial payment of $2,500 
on account, but Indian Affairs had to put up the balance of the $13,240 
still owed to the Nakoda. In 1915, when the department requested another 
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substantial instalment from the company, the company pleaded poverty 
owing to cost overruns on the Kananaskis plant and promised to send the 
money later.30 Further pressure from the Indian Affairs superintendent, 
Duncan Scott, who reminded the company that this had been “a very dif-
ficult matter to arrange with the Indians,” was deflected with the informa-
tion that Bennett was off in England and would take it up on his return.31 
A year later, the company had still paid nothing. A warning from Scott 
extracted a cheque for another $4,000. A further $3,500 was paid over in 
the summer of 1917, and the final balance of $5,000 was received at long 
last that fall.32 

The ruthless logic of capitalism, backed by the growing social depend-
ence upon electrical energy, drove the company onward, in some respects 
against its own will. The most unlikely characters – even university profes-
sors – responded to this siren call of hydroelectric development. Calgary 
Power won its coveted franchise fair and square over its competitor, but 
its arrogance and intransigence in the subsequent negotiations over the 
lands were utterly unwarranted. The Kananaskis Falls story adds further 
evidence to the case of the state acting as handmaiden to capitalist de-
velopment, aligning its powers and bureaucracy behind the developers. 
Yet it also shows, somewhat surprisingly, the countervailing influence of 
other elements of the state structure balancing development against other 
responsibilities. Indian Affairs provided consistent support to the Nakoda 
in their agonizing dealings, though that support was more resolute local-
ly than in Ottawa. The Nakoda, too, demonstrated that there were other 
kinds of power that terrified bureaucrats and politicians, which they used 
quite effectively in these negotiations.33 Finally, the whole affair raises the 
narrow technicality of whether the Nakoda sold something they did not 
own, a question that remains open to this day.
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CHAPTER  4

Downstream Benefits

Connecting the lights and motors of Calgary to the turbines and 
generators on the Bow unleashed another powerful imperative: the 
need for technological efficiency. In order to be maximally efficient, 
hydroelectric installations must operate continuously and at capacity. For 
many months of the year, however, the Bow River provided only enough 
water to run the equipment at the Horseshoe and Kananaskis sites at a 
fraction of their capacity. Expensive capital equipment had to be paid for, 
even when it was not running: it could not be laid off like the human work 
force. Adding a second generating station provided some additional power 
but only doubled the scale of the efficiency problem. Paying the interest 
and principal on the debt required almost full plant utilization. Invisible 
filaments of financial obligation to investors across Canada and in Great 
Britain demanded that the Calgary Power plants be run at maximum 
efficiency: that is, continuously at their rated capacity day and night, year 
round. Not only did operating at optimum output make for a profitable 
corporation, but it also produced electricity at the lowest cost. Electricity 
consumers, therefore, as well as engineers and financiers, also had an 
interest in the efficiency of the Calgary Power system. Driven by this quest 
for technological efficiency, an alliance of consumers, producers, and 
capitalists conspired to make the river itself more efficient. Thus began 
a prolonged campaign of environmental modification for hydroelectric 
purposes that led to the redesign of the Bow River, and along with it, a 
national park.
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The Bow River was anything but regular. A typical glacial river run-
ning off of mountains exposed to long, cold winters, the Bow was ill suited 
to the requirement of continuous operation of hydroelectric plants on 
account of its summer floods and its diminished flow in fall and winter. 
With full knowledge of the river’s characteristics, the plants on the Bow 
probably would not have been built. No one else risked building other 
hydroelectric facilities on the rivers draining the front range of the Rockies 
in Alberta during the first half of the twentieth century.1 But hydroelectric 
development of the Bow began with imperfect knowledge before the ups 
and downs of its flow were fully understood. As a result, the sunk invest-
ment had to be saved; Calgary needed the power.

The technological fix adopted to remedy the situation was upstream 
water storage. Dams in the watershed could impound water during per-
iods of higher flow for release when the natural flow diminished. In that 
way, streamflow could be evened out: flood peaks could be shaved, and 
winter flows augmented. This, in turn, would increase the year-round 
capacity of the generating equipment and lower the cost of electricity. The 
concept was as old as the idea of the millpond. Canadian lumbermen had 
adapted the principle by building crude dams on upstream tributaries to 
augment spring freshets in order to create a surge strong enough to carry 
their cargo of logs downstream. The technique of upstream storage for 
hydroelectric purposes was already well understood, and the lakes and 
mountain valleys of the Rockies afforded many possible sites for storage 
reservoirs. The only problem was that the upstream watershed lay within 
Rocky Mountains National Park.

The original engineers promoting the project, lulled perhaps by years 
of above-average flow in the first decade of the twentieth century and 
spectacular summertime cascades, expressed more concern about the 
security of flow than its variation. Smith and Chace reassured investors 
that since the headwaters of the Bow River lay in a national park and were 
thus not at risk of being denuded of timber, the permanent flow of the 
river was more or less guaranteed. Nonetheless, the variability of the flow 
was a matter of common knowledge in Calgary. The developers knew it 
as well. Traven Aitken, in reporting on the street railway and electrical 
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situation in Calgary in 1908, reminded his brother Max of the season-
al differences.2 Max Aitken’s Western Canada Power engineer, called in 
to examine the Bow River situation in 1909, had warned of “poor water 
gauging” and “meagre supply at times.”3 Nevertheless, as we have seen, 
Max Aitken proceeded, not only on the advice of Smith and Chace but 
also, it must be said, on his own hunch that hydroelectric power would 
allow him to merge and monopolize the electric industry of Calgary.

Only after building had begun did the engineers and promoters 
discover, to their horror, the magnitude of their mistake. As noted earlier, 
the river displayed its extreme behaviour in 1910 when a flood washed out 
construction and in the subsequent winter when streamflow fell to a mere 
600 cubic feet per second (cfs). The Horseshoe development had been built 
assuming a minimum streamflow of 1,000 cfs. Apprised of the seriousness 
of the situation by the developers, the Department of the Interior mounted 
an urgent scientific program to measure Bow River streamflow and to 
study the possibilities of upstream storage.4 The chart above, compiled 
from data gathered by government waterpower engineers during Calgary 

Graph 4.1. Seasonal Variation in Streamflow on the Bow River 1908–15 
(in cubic feet per second)

Source: Denis and Challies, Water-Powers of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, 
179–83.
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Power’s construction of the Horseshoe Falls plant, documented for the 
first time the Bow’s erratic nature and its unsuitability for hydroelectric 
development. The data, when analyzed in 1914 by C. H. Mitchell, Canada’s 
leading hydraulic engineer, led to the following alarming conclusion: “The 
Bow River is peculiar, in that, in its natural condition, its summer flood 
discharge is upwards of seventy times its low water winter discharge, a 
condition which obviously renders its use, in its present state, unsuitable, 
inefficient, and commercially unfeasible for power purposes.”5 

Ironically, Mitchell was the engineer who, on behalf of Budd and 
Alexander, had first applied for the Horseshoe Falls waterpower. Meanwhile, 
the Calgary Power Company had installed generating equipment with a 
capacity of 19,500 hp at Horseshoe Falls and was in the process of adding 
equipment capable of producing an additional 11,000 hp at Kananaskis Falls. 
For much of the year – and especially during winter, when the city needed 
more power to light its streets, homes, and businesses – this equipment 
would lie idle. Engineers calculated that at best, the company could only 
produce on a continuous basis about one-third of its rated capacity.6 In a 
dark moment, R. B. Bennett contemplated dumping the hapless company 
on its only likely purchaser, the City of Calgary.7

The predicament of the power company led the Department of the 
Interior to commission M. C. Hendry to undertake a serious study of 
the matter in 1911.8 Data from his study, as it streamed in over the next 
several years, indicated that up to 280,300 acre-feet of storage could be 
created in the mountains. Engineers estimated that this could increase 
minimum streamflow at the power plants from 720 cfs to 1,500 cfs. The ef-
fect upon power production would be dramatic. Both the Kananaskis and 
Horseshoe continuous-wheel horsepower capability would rise from 3,820 
to 9,545, almost a 250 per cent increase.9 Calgary Power’s first request to 
store water inside the national park was thus received sympathetically by 
the waterpower bureaucrats in Ottawa. By early 1911, the power company’s 
attention had focused upon Lake Minnewanka, which lay just northeast of 
the Banff townsite and drained into the Bow through the Cascade River.10

This policy of upstream storage fit neatly with the hydraulic engineers’ 
conception of “conservation.” For them, conservation of natural resources 
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Lake Minnewanka, circa 1902 (Glenbow Archives, NA-4654-1).

Lake Minnewanka looking towards Devil’s Gap (Glenbow Archives,  
NA-4654-5).

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-4654-1
http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-4654-5
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meant “wise use” and the avoidance of waste. The highest use of the Bow’s 
falling water, they reasoned, lay in energizing the social and economic ex-
pansion of southern Alberta. They saw the river in its natural state as an 
inefficient producer of power – all of that energy going to waste in one sea-
son, when it could be usefully employed in winter. Thus, the conservation 
ethic of the hydraulic engineers regulating waterpowers harmonized with 
the financial imperatives of the promoters and the desires of Calgary’s 
electricity consumers.

Chances of gaining permission to build a storage dam at Lake 
Minnewanka seemed good, because the Department of the Interior had 
already permitted the lake level to be raised by four feet in 1908 to accom-
modate the operators of steamboats that carried tourists on scenic cruises 
around the mountain-ringed lake.11 In periods of low water, the steamers 
had been unable to land at the wharf, and the operators had persuaded the 
authorities to deepen the lake slightly. When local residents protested that 
raising the dam another dozen feet would ruin a prime tourist attraction 
and leave unsightly mudflats exposed for months while the lake refilled in 
the spring and early summer, the Interior Department’s superintendent of 
forestry responded, “We would certainly like to save all the beauty spots 
we can, but if the development of the whole country demands the storage 
of some of the water supply I think we can hardly prevent it being carried 
out.” All he could promise was that there would be a full examination of 
all possible storage sites before permission was granted.12

Parks Branch officials raised no serious objections to the proposal, 
a reflection of the attitude that they took toward development in Rocky 
Mountains National Park at that time. Parks officials themselves had been 
exploring the idea of developing their own hydroelectricity, both to supply 
the park and to produce revenue.13 A memorandum entitled “Re Dominion 
Parks: Their Value and Ideals,” composed by the new commissioner of 
parks, J. B. Harkin, soon after his appointment revealed his ambivalence.14 
Harkin began by asserting that “humanitarian” values were of the greatest 
significance:
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National parks exist for all the people. They are the people’s share 
of that natural beauty of mountain, lake and stream. Their mission 
is to serve that innate desire of every individual to seek relief and 
repose and refreshment of mind and body in the open air and 
sunshine, among the flowers and trees and hills.

Most of this document, however, was taken up with analysis of the “com-
mercial” value of parks, which “attract in ever-increasing numbers an 
enormous tourist traffic from other lands.” Note that Harkin thought of 
tourists as coming from outside Canada, a traffic that created an addi-
tional form of national revenue: “The tourist leaves large sums of money in 
the country he visits, but takes away with him in return for it nothing that 
makes the nation poorer.” In Harkin’s view, national parks had this dual 
role, preserving natural beauty for popular enjoyment and developing a 
revenue stream to sustain park development and enrich the country. In 
order to flourish, national parks would have to demonstrate their utility, a 
goal later labelled “The Doctrine of Usefulness.”15 Provided that no great 
damage was done to major scenic attractions, the park authorities were 
quite willing to provide such modern amenities as roads and electrical 
service for the tourists, many of whom would be Americans. In view of 
this attitude, it is hardly surprising that the national park’s authorities ac-
commodated Calgary Power’s initial request for more water storage.

Early in 1912, therefore, Calgary Power received permission to build 
a sixteen-foot-high dam at the outlet of Lake Minnewanka, raising the 
water twelve feet above its then current level. Anticipating an increase in 
its capacity, the company signed a revised power supply contract with the 
City of Calgary in 1913 to supply 5,000 hp of electricity per year; in addi-
tion, a contract was signed to supply bulk power to the Canada Cement 
Company.16 Park officials also required the company to install a thimble 
in its dam to deliver 150 cubic feet per second (cfs) of water for their use 
should they decide to construct their own generating station to supply the 
Banff townsite, which currently drew power from a thermal plant owned 
by the CPR at its nearby Bankhead coal mine. By 1913, such a develop-
ment was being considered, and the commissioner of parks observed, “If 
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a feasible scheme was discovered it would not only provide revenue for the 
Park, but would, doubtless, also redound to the credit of the Department 
throughout the province.”17 In considering whether diverting water from 
Lake Minnewanka to a power plant on the Bow might affect the scenery 
adversely, Harkin was sanguine:

It seems to me that the only policy for the Department to pursue 
is to have the plan of the power development end of the work 
laid out, with a view to eventually using all the power. I do not 
anticipate that there will be any trouble with respect to the scenic 
end of the park in consequence of this power development.

In any event, with the department in full control of the scheme, “if 
necessary, steps can be taken later on to guard against any damage to the 
lake or its scenery.”18

When the new dam at Lake Minnewanka was completed, however, 
Calgary Power found that even with the additional water during the win-
ter months, it sometimes remained unable to produce 5,000 continuous 
hp at its Horseshoe and Kananaskis plants (which had a rated capacity 
of 31,000 hp). Storage worked, but the results were not as dramatic as the 
engineers had predicted. Comparing the average streamflow of the first 
and last three months of 1911 and 1912, without benefit of storage, with 
similar months in 1913, 1914, and 1915, when the Minnewanka storage 
dam was in full operation, streamflow at Calgary increased by 49 per cent 
in January, 9 per cent in February, and 24 per cent in March. The October, 
November, December comparison showed positive differences of 7, 24, 
and 50 per cent, respectively. However, not all of this increase could be 
attributed to storage alone.19 Only about 20 per cent of the water released 
actually reached the power plant headponds a few miles downstream; the 
rest was trapped in narrow channels choked with ice or sank into the deep 
gravel bed of the Bow, which only worsened the spring floods.20 From the 
Parks Branch perspective, the dam raised water levels, making a larger, 
in some senses more attractive, and certainly deeper lake for boating. 
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Building the new dock at Lake Minnewanka, 1912 (Glenbow Archives,  
PD-365-2-10).

Dam at Lake Minnewanka, 1912 (Glenbow Archives, PD-365-2-81).

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=PD-365-2-10
http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=PD-365-2-81
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However, for many years, debris and floating logs from the clearance of 
the raised shoreline posed a hazard to navigation.21

Thus, at the end of 1914, an application was made to remove the old 
four-foot high navigation dam (which had been left submerged behind the 
new dam) and to excavate the bed of the Cascade so that the lake could be 
drawn down six more feet altogether, or two feet below its natural level. 
The Water Power Branch was quite amenable to this proposal, and the 
Parks Branch seems not to have raised any objection, but the proposal 
ran into stiff opposition from federal fisheries experts, who predicted that 
such low water would prevent the trout in the lake from spawning. The ap-
plication was, therefore, turned down, and Calgary Power had to manage 
without further storage capacity.22

Because Calgary Power’s hydroelectric plants were often unable to 
deliver the power required in wintertime, the city maintained its thermal 
generating plant to meet the peaks. The municipal authorities even gave 
serious thought to trying to purchase the hydroelectric plants, but the 
difficulties of raising the necessary money during the First World War 
rendered that impossible. Thus, when the contract with the company ex-
pired in 1918, the city simply exercised its option to renew the contract for 
a further five years at the same rates.23

It should be noted that bad luck for the region – the collapse of the 
Calgary boom in 1913 – was, in some respects, good fortune for the power 
company. As the economic bubble burst, the demand for electricity levelled 
off. Because the pressure of galloping consumer demand was to some degree 
relieved, the company did not have to scramble to put in place the generating 
capacity to keep pace. For a time – it turned out to be a decade – the com-
pany could concentrate on getting the most out of its existing equipment to 
meet a fairly steady demand.

After the war, a group of Montreal financiers tightened their con-
trol over the management and operations of Calgary Power. When Max 
Aitken decamped for England in 1911, direction of his Royal Securities 
Company fell to his protege, Isaac Walton Killam, another former se-
curities salesman from the late John F. Stairs in Nova Scotia and New 
Brunswick. In 1919, Killam and his junior partner, Ward Pitfield, bought 
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control of Royal Securities from Aitken, now knighted and permanently 
ensconced in Britain. Along with Royal Securities came Calgary Power; 
two small Caribbean utilities in Camaguey, Cuba, and Demerara, British 
Guiana; and the Montreal Engineering Company.24 Revived and restaffed 
in the postwar era, Montreal Engineering became not only prominent 
hydroelectric consulting engineers but also the effective manager of these 
three utilities. In a growing market for electricity in Calgary and southern 
Alberta, Killam’s business strategy focused upon increasing production 
and making Calgary Power a more efficient and profitable hydroelectric 
power producer.

Calgary Power continued to face difficulties every winter in fulfilling 
its contracts with the city and large consumers like the cement plants, 
particularly in years such as 1920, when the flow of the Bow fell to only 60 
per cent of the normal April mean. This required the Calgary municipal 
utility to retain a thermal generating plant with a capacity of 14,000 
hp; the current that it produced was much more expensive than hydro 
(3.8 cents vs. 0.44 cents per kwh in 1919). When the war ended, the city 
renewed negotiations to buy out the company, in part to ensure service in 
the event of strikes by workers at the steam plant such as had occurred in 
1919. Still, municipal officials were reluctant to take over the private utility 
without some guarantee that the city would secure adequate water storage 
to operate efficiently.25

When growth resumed in the 1920s, the company immediately 
sought to increase its generating capacity and, early in 1921, renewed its 
request to remove the old four-foot log dam behind its higher barrier at 
Lake Minnewanka and draw down an additional six feet of water. Once 
again, the Water Power Branch of the Department of the Interior gave its 
full support to the application. The hydraulic engineers argued that the 
additional water would produce at least 712 hp annually for Calgary and 
would allow the city to save $39,000 on steam plant operations. Not only 
that, but as the creation of Ontario Hydro had demonstrated, there were 
“the great indirect benefits which accrue to a community from an ample 
supply of cheap power.” It was claimed that the lake would refill by the end 
of June in all but the driest years. If officials of the Interior Department 
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were given authority to manage the refilling operation, the physical ap-
pearance of the lake might be “materially bettered” during the early part 
of the tourist season.26

Branch chief J. B. Challies even contended that by having had a thim-
ble installed for its future use in the dam at Lake Minnewanka before the 
war, the Parks Branch had made a definite commitment in 1913 to the 
principle of a sixteen-foot storage range on the lake in the interests of the 
departmental power project: “In view of the former commitment of the 
Parks branch to the principle of the increased storage range, it scarcely ap-
pears logical to reverse the decision in the matter when a private interest is 
concerned.” He urged quick consent by Parks Commissioner J. B. Harkin, 
or else the additional flow would be of no value in the low-water months 
that year.27

By that time, however, Harkin and his staff had nearly a decade of 
experience with the effects of a power reservoir upon the scenic beauty 
of Rocky Mountains National Park, and they had lost all of their enthusi-
asm for permitting Lake Minnewanka to be used as a power reservoir. 
This was the only such reservoir in the national parks system, and nearly 
two decades after the decision had been taken to permit the dam, Harkin 
ruefully admitted, with all the clarity of hindsight, “That was an experi-
ment, made at a time when probably nobody realized the importance of 
the principle involved.”28 Beginning in the early 1920s, the Parks Branch 
started to object to the power company’s requests to increase storage cap-
acity within the park. Not only would the scenery at the lake be ruined by 
mudflats visible even during the high point of the tourist season in July, 
but the deleterious effects on the fish population of lowering the water two 
feet below its natural level remained a serious concern. The commissioner 
dug in his heels and stalled until the time had passed when any increased 
diversion from Lake Minnewanka would be useful to Calgary Power in 
1921. Despite strong pressure from the Water Power Branch, he refused to 
agree to any such scheme.29

Thwarted again, Calgary Power decided on a new tack during the 
summer of 1921, proposing to construct an entirely new power plant at 
Anthracite on the Bow using water diverted through a canal parallel to 
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the valley of the Cascade River, the natural outlet of Lake Minnewanka. 
When the final plans were submitted a year later, it was clear that this 
would be a major undertaking, involving a huge earthen dam to raise the 
water level forty-seven feet above normal to produce an average head of 
320 feet for generators that could ultimately turn out 18,000 hp. The upper 
reaches of the Ghost River would also eventually be diverted into Lake 
Minnewanka to increase the supply of water.

Calgary Power was acutely conscious that the most serious objections 
were now likely to come from the Parks Branch:

The only objection to the construction of this plant is the fact that 
it might be detrimental to the scenic beauty of the Park. This would 
have been a real danger had it not been kept in mind when the 
design was prepared, and every care taken to avoid disfiguring the 
scenery. The works are so laid out that they are mainly hidden from 
view, and each separate part is so designed that it will harmonize 
with the surroundings and in no way detract therefrom.

The power canal would be hidden in another valley to the west of the 
Cascade, whose flow out of Lake Minnewanka would be maintained 
during the tourist season. The powerhouse on the banks of the Bow 
would admittedly be visible from the road and the railway, but its “simple 
and dignified” design would conceal the switching equipment, and the 
110,000-volt transmission line stretching eastward toward Calgary would 
be largely invisible to travellers, avoiding long vistas of poles.30 Such care, 
concluded the engineers, had “entirely eliminated” the danger to the 
scenic beauty of the valley.31

Concerns about the appearance of the new storage reservoir were 
blandly dismissed:

That Lake Minnewanka has never been regarded as an outstanding 
beauty spot is shown by the fact that the C.P.R. have never featured 
it in their advertizing [sic]. The reason is that the mountain lakes 
in the Rockies which are famous for their beauty, such as Lake 
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Louise, are glacial cirques, while Minnewanka is only a flooded 
river valley. Although Lake Minnewanka is surrounded by lofty 
mountains, the general effect is spoiled by low-lying flats covered 
by stubby growth of stunted jackpine. By clearing these flats and 
raising the water levels as proposed, they will be submerged, and 
the general appearance of the lake very materially improved.32

The company argued that future industrial development in southern 
Alberta was dependent upon supplies of cheap hydroelectric energy, which 
would place Calgary on a footing to compete with other Canadian cities 
for economic growth. “Is the future of Alberta to be sacrificed to maintain 
the parks inviolate,” asked Geoffrey Gaherty, the company’s chief engi-
neer, rhetorically, “or are the natural resources in the parks to be devel-
oped under restrictions which will adequately protect the scenic beauty? 
Considering the vast area of the parks and what a small part of it would 
be affected by any conceivable economic use, and the importance of such 
use to the community, there can be but one answer to such a question.”33

The responsibility for dealing with the application fell ultimately upon 
the minister of the interior, who possessed very broad powers over the de-
velopment of waterpowers on federal Crown lands. The reorganization of 
the department in the spring of 1912 had created a separate Water Power 
Branch headed by J. B. Challies, whose staff soon came to the conclusion 
that the 1909 regulations governing such projects ought to be revised.34 
The object was to sever the title to the waterpowers from the adjacent lands 
so that the federal government could continue to exercise control after 
the lands were alienated, whether to individuals or to those provinces 
in which they were located. In addition, the Interior Department aimed 
to regulate the rates charged to power consumers. H. W. Grunsky, the 
legal expert responsible for drafting the revised regulations, explained to 
Challies why these changes had become necessary :

Public sentiment regarding the preservation of natural resources 
has grown rapidly in recent years. In particular, this sentiment 
has expressed itself strongly in respect of the water powers, which 
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are so closely interwoven with public utility enterprises such as 
street railways and municipal lighting systems, that enlightened 
supervision and regulation on the part of the administrative 
authority has been demanded.35

After extensive consultation with waterpower experts in the United States 
and Canada during the First World War, Grunsky eventually drew up a 
set of new draft regulations.36 In the end, it was decided to introduce a 
new piece of general legislation declaring all undeveloped waterpowers to 
be “works for the general advantage of Canada,” thus ensuring permanent 
federal jurisdiction over them.37 The Parks Branch, unhappy that the new 
legislation did not provide for special treatment of waterpowers located 
within the park system, evidently found itself outmanoeuvred. When the 
detailed regulations were finally proclaimed under the new act in October 
1921, the Parks Branch complained that once the minister of the interior 
had given his approval to any hydraulic development inside a park, ad-
ministrative control over the project passed entirely out of the hands of the 
commissioner of parks to the Water Power Branch, a situation the Parks 
Branch people viewed as “decidedly serious.”38

Calgary Power’s application in 1922 seemed to demonstrate the valid-
ity of these fears. The proposal set off some fierce bureaucratic infighting 
within the Department of the Interior between the Parks Branch and the 
Water Power Branch. J. B. Harkin and J. B. Challies vied for the attention 
and support of the deputy minister, W. W. Cory. The final decision had to 
be made, of course, by Cory’s political superior, Charles Stewart, who held 
the Interior portfolio for the Liberals throughout the 1920s. As a former 
premier of Alberta, Stewart was well informed on the power situation in 
that province.

The staff of the Water Power Branch remained sympathetic to the 
company. J. T. Johnston, the branch’s chief engineer, noted that careful 
study of the water resources of the eastern slopes of the Rockies in Alberta 
had revealed that there were few sites that could be used to store water for 
power purposes; the only ones that could be developed to provide a sizable 
block of power for Calgary at a reasonable cost were in the Bow River 
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watershed. Johnston accepted Calgary Power’s contention that schemes 
like the damming of Lake Minnewanka were inevitable in the long run:

Insofar as the power and irrigation phases are concerned both 
this [Water Power] branch and the Reclamation Service have 
consistently maintained that this is ultimately unavoidable, since 
the total runoff from the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains in 
southern Alberta is very limited, and since over 37% of this runoff 
has its origins within the boundaries of National Park areas, and 
since, furthermore, 65% of total runoff of the Bow River above 
Bassano comes from the Park areas.39

Largely because of their experience with the dam at Lake Minnewanka, 
Harkin and his staff in the Parks Branch had radically altered their views 
from the pre-war period about the compatibility of large hydroelectric de-
velopments and scenic preservation. After studying the plans for the new 
power plant at Anthracite, Harkin warned the superintendent of Rocky 
Mountains National Park, “So far as I can see, this is a proposition which 
the Parks Branch should strongly oppose.” The transmission line alone 
running eastward down the narrow Bow valley would be, Harkin noted, 
“a very great eyesore” from the road and the railway.40 In a memorandum 
to Challies, he argued that a power plant “in the heart of our most popular 
and developed park cannot fail to detract from its scenic value and that 
the power development in view is consequently opposed to the best inter-
ests of the park.”41

When the minister of the interior visited Banff in the summer of 1922, 
Harkin and the park superintendent took him to see Lake Minnewanka; 
they hoped that the evidence of his own eyes would be sufficient to con-
vince Stewart. Moreover, they had discovered that the company intended 
to raise the water level in the lake thirty feet initially (sufficient to gener-
ate 9,000 hp) and only use the other seventeen feet of water storage when 
power demand required it. That would make it virtually impossible to 
landscape the shoreline attractively in the meantime.42
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In case more ammunition was needed, estimates were prepared 
showing that over forty-five thousand people visited the lake annually: 
“The Lake Minnewanka drive is, taking everything into consideration, 
the most popular drive in Rocky Mountains Park. The existence of this 
drive … keeps tourists in Banff at least another half day.” This generated 
revenues of $195,000 annually, making the scenic value of the lake, cap-
italized at 5 per cent per annum, $4 million. That information was fed to 
the Banff Citizens Council, which then registered a strong protest against 
the planned development.43 This carefully orchestrated campaign had its 
effect, and the views of the Parks Branch carried the day with the minister 
on this occasion. In the fall of 1922, Charles Stewart announced that for 
the time being, no new concessions would be granted for power develop-
ment inside the national parks and rejected Calgary Power’s application to 
raise the Lake Minnewanka dam.44

An unvarnished episode of bureaucratic hypocrisy then ensued. To 
celebrate the victory in the combat with the company and its allies among 
the waterpower engineers in the Department of the Interior, the Parks 
Branch immediately announced plans to build its own 1,000 hp station 
on the Cascade River, since the CPR was going to close down its thermal 
generating station at Bankhead, which supplied the Banff townsite.45 Not 
surprisingly, this proposal angered both Calgary Power and its backers 
in the Water Power Branch: it seemed simply to demonstrate the contra-
dictions in the attitudes of Harkin and his staff toward development with-
in the park system. What was forbidden to private entrepreneurs would be 
permitted to the Parks Branch itself.

Harkin’s response to that kind of argument, of course, was that he and 
his men could be relied upon to protect the scenic beauty of the landscape 
as profit-oriented developers could not. The commissioner told company 
president V. M. Drury that “the established attitude of this branch is that 
the natural resources contained in the National Parks are more valuable 
in their natural state and attractiveness than they would be if developed 
for commercial usage.” Calgary Power, by contrast, was “an ordinary 
commercial institution, and its aim is no doubt commercial not philan-
thropical. It is concerned in the wants of Calgary and district only insofar 
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as it sees revenue for itself. It is looking for the cheapest development it 
can find.”46 The town of Banff required power, and the CPR was no long-
er prepared to supply it. In Harkin’s view, the only alternative to a small 
and discreet powerhouse inside the park was a transmission line running 
westward up the Bow valley from the Calgary Power Company’s plant at 
Kananaskis. With the support of the Water Power Branch,47 the company, 
anxious to avert the construction of a small plant at Lake Minnewanka 
that might impede its plans for future development, offered to supply 
power from Kananaskis; the idea was rejected by the Parks Branch be-
cause the transmission line would be “very objectionable from a scenic 
standpoint.” Moreover, it was noted that Calgary Power already had per-
ennial difficulties meeting its contractual obligations to deliver current to 
Calgary during the winter. Most importantly,

… the Department has decided against the granting of power 
development concessions within the National Parks. In view 
of this stand the purchase of power from the Calgary Power 
Company would place the Department in an invidious position. 
The inevitable power shortage in Banff would be used by the 
Calgary Power Company as a means of exerting pressure towards 
obtaining further power concessions in the Park. As the power 
needs of Banff increased the Department would eventually either 
have to allow further power development within the Park by the 
Calgary Power Company or other private companies – in order 
to meet its own requirements – or build its own plant as is being 
done at the present time.48

Having won its battle in the bureaucratic infighting, the Parks Branch per-
suaded Charles Stewart to include in the Interior Department estimates 
for 1923 a vote of $200,000 to cover the cost of its new plant. Calgary 
Power lobbied as hard as it could to avert this, recruiting Liberal MP 
Walter Mitchell to put the case for the Minnewanka dam before the inte-
rior minister once more. On Mitchell’s advice, the company did not seek 
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to arouse public opinion in Calgary about the possibility of power short-
ages but relied upon pressure behind the scenes.49

This procured the company one final hearing from Interior Department 
officials in the spring of 1923, followed up by a further plea to the inter-
ior minister from the company president. Noting that Stewart possessed 
“complete and almost dictatorial power” to approve or disapprove its 
application, V. M. Drury argued that rising power demand in southern 
Alberta would render the ultimate development of more power from the 
waters of Lake Minnewanka “inevitable.” Calgary Power, he claimed, was 
earning only a small profit, and if the company was to develop more power 
and reduce its rates, it had to be permitted to add to its capacity at the 
lowest possible cost. The higher dam would actually improve the scenery 
at the lake by concealing the low-lying shoreline at the bottom end. Drury 

Power station built by the Parks Branch at Lake Minnewanka (Glenbow 
Archives, NA-841-396).

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-841-396
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tried to put the best face on matters by claiming that even when the reser-
voir was at low ebb, the vast expanse of mudflats along the shoreline would 
simply “resemble a bold seacoast at low tide.”50

This kind of persiflage no longer carried any weight with the Parks 
Branch: “It is quite true that power engineers seem incapable of recogniz-
ing [that] the filthy mudflats and bare shores without a vestige of timber 
or flower growth destroy scenery. But the average person who has seen 
what the small dam at Lake Minnewanka has done will … hold a different 
view.”51 Stewart’s visit to Banff had evidently been sufficient to convince 
him, and he stood by his refusal to permit the raising of the dam at Lake 
Minnewanka. Decisive victory seemed to have gone to the Parks Branch 
in this round of bureaucratic infighting. The deputy minister was even 
persuaded to order the Water Power Branch to cease all exploratory work 
within the national park system in light of the minister’s decision to ban 
all further hydraulic development there.52

The rejection of Calgary Power’s application to enlarge its dam at 
Lake Minnewanka was, of course, by no means the end of the contest be-
tween park bureaucrats and power developers. Calgary Power still faced 
a pressing need to procure larger supplies of water in winter, and Rocky 
Mountains National Park remained the only feasible location for storage 
reservoirs in southern Alberta. As the chief engineer of the Water Power 
Branch noted, “The portions of the Rocky Mountain slope outside Park 
boundaries … are very remote and inaccessible and do not possess known 
power resources of sufficient magnitude to meet the needs of Calgary or 
adjacent markets.”53

In the decade following the construction of the Lake Minnewanka 
storage reservoir, policy within Parks circles had shifted, or hardened, in 
our terminology. Some aspects of the formerly accommodating policy of 
social and economic usefulness had, in the light of experience, come into 
disrepute, to be replaced by a policy placing state protection of natural 
beauty as the highest priority. Still, this remained an ambiguous and, in 
some cases, hypocritical policy: it permitted zoos, tourist facilities, roads, 
Wild West shows, but not private power facilities. Furthermore, while 
the commissioner of parks and his staff might be opposed to commercial 
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hydroelectric development within the national park system, that did not 
rule out development by the park authorities themselves.

Meanwhile, during its first full decade of operation, Calgary Power 
had managed to claw its way toward financial respectability. With more 
water in winter and new sales contracts with the City of Calgary and 
major power-using industries (mainly cement and milling), the company 
reported brighter financial results. These need to be taken with a grain of 
salt, however. The figures for gross income and net income are probably 
quite reliable, but the other numbers, especially the figure representing net 
surplus (profit), depend as much on accounting legerdemain as on per-
formance. Nevertheless, the numbers support the view that the company 
became more profitable over time. Between 1912 and 1922, net income 
as a percentage of gross income rose from around 75 per cent to 82 per 
cent. Strict control over operating expenses left large sums of money avail-
able to pay interest on the debt, allow for generous depreciation charges, 
and reinvest in the property. The company’s gross income, net income, 
and surplus rose over 150 per cent during the period. In the mid-1920s, 
the reported surplus surpassed 2 per cent of the book value of its assets. 
These better financial results, in turn, made it easier for the company to 
attract capital and to raise money at cheaper rates for expansion and re-
newals. Over time, the company’s bonds and stock began to resemble the 
investment grade securities much sought after by insurance companies 
and other financial institutions. It might be said that in the 1920s, Calgary 
Power, its reputation redeemed, had become a fully paid-up member of 
the Canadian utilities club, which consisted of more than a dozen large 
operating companies in Canada and Latin America centred in Toronto 
and Montreal. The assumption of the presidency in 1928 by the now emi-
nently respectable former protege of Max Aitken, Isaac Walton Killam, 
symbolically signalled the arrival of the company. No longer a frail sup-
plicant, Calgary Power had grown into a powerful corporation in its own 
right, and with even more powerful friends holding its securities in the 
Canadian financial establishment.

In the process, the company established quite a different relationship 
with its local electricity market as well. After a renewal of its contract 
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with the City of Calgary in 1918, the company in effect took over supply-
ing the baseload of the municipal utility. The city’s Victoria Park steam 
plant, which produced electricity at much higher cost, reverted to standby 
and peak power duty. By the 1920s, Calgary Power had become deeply 
entwined with the economic life of the region. As Calgary became more 
heavily invested in the Bow River – through the company – for its electri-
city, Calgary Power’s energy requirements became surrogate for the needs 
of the entire region. Calgary Power thus spoke no longer just for itself but 
with the implicit authority of the City of Calgary and thousands of electri-
city consumers. As such, the needs of the Calgary Power Company and its 
customers could not be cavalierly or permanently dismissed.

Renewal of the application for development rights in Rocky Mountains 
National Park was thus inevitable by 1923. The opposing forces – a bureau-
cracy with a more ideological notion of its mission and a company better 
established in financial markets and in the region – girded their loins for 
the next round in the contest of strength between them.
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CHAPTER  5

Selling Scenery

Blocked in its efforts first to raise its dam at Lake Minnewanka and then 
to construct a large new power plant at Anthracite on the Bow River in 
1922, Calgary Power nevertheless refused to drop the idea of construct-
ing reservoirs in Rocky Mountains National Park. For its own financial 
well-being, the company simply had to make all the expensive generating 
equipment that it had already installed in its powerhouses at Horseshoe 
Falls and Kananaskis more efficient to meet steadily growing power de-
mand in Alberta and to stave off possible competition. Indeed, with ad-
ditional power, Calgary Power hoped to expand its service territory north 
to include Edmonton.

The provincial government found itself under increasing pressure 
to play some role in power development: two possible choices were to 
set up an integrated utility modelled upon the Ontario Hydro-Electric 
Commission, linking Edmonton, Calgary, and the smaller centres, or to 
opt for a more modest role as the holder of development licences, which 
the province could hand over to private interests. Either scenario would 
permit the provincial government to exercise control over rates and 
open the way for rural electrification in the long run. Seen from Calgary 
Power’s perspective, the provincial government could either emerge as a 
competitor or, under certain circumstances, be recruited as an ally. With 
so much at stake, the battle pitting power development against wilderness 
preservation intensified after 1923.

Even before the interior minister had finally rejected Calgary 
Power’s application to raise its dam at Lake Minnewanka, an alternative 
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proposal surfaced that quickly sparked intense controversy. High up in 
Rocky Mountains National Park, east of Banff, lay the Spray Lakes, whose 
outlet, the Spray River, tumbled through the golf course at the Banff 
Springs Hotel before joining the Bow River just below Bow Falls. The com-
pany now proposed to turn the Spray Lakes into a huge reservoir linked 
by a tunnel to a new high-head power plant to be built on the Bow River 
near Canmore, east of Banff. That proposal sparked an outcry from moun-
taineering and conservation groups across the country. By mid-1923, this 
protest had coalesced into the Canadian National Parks Association, the 
first national lobby to decry the spoliation of wilderness preserves. The 
controversy generated an extra-parliamentary interest group desperately 
needed by the embattled Parks Branch bureaucrats.

As the debate over the fate of the Spray Lakes dragged on through the 
1920s, the federal minister of the interior, Charles Stewart, found himself 
beset by angry power consumers in Calgary, ambitious provincial polit-
icians in Edmonton, unhappy power company executives in Montreal, 
and angry nature lovers all across the country. The decision-making 
process was marked by the continuation of bureaucratic infighting inside 
the Interior Department between the Water Power Branch and the Parks 
Branch, two divisions that continued to hold strongly opposed positions 
on the question of power development inside the national park system.

When Calgary Power had first encountered water supply problems be-
fore World War I, it had commissioned studies that looked, among other 
things, at the possibility of developing the Spray watershed. The Spray 
River made the eight-hundred-foot descent from its headwaters to its 
mouth at a steady rate of about thirty feet per mile without any abrupt falls 
that would render hydraulic development easier, but the company con-
cluded that as a reservoir, the Spray Lakes would be more expensive than 
Lake Minnewanka.1 By 1920, however, Calgary Power’s chief engineer, 
G. A. Gaherty, had begun to consider the more audacious possibility of 
damming up the Spray River, creating a much larger Spray Lake and then 
redirecting its flow through a tunnel over a cliff face to a pair of power 
plants in the Bow valley at Canmore, where the working head would be 
approximately eleven hundred feet. A relatively small flow could thus 
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generate quite large amounts of power, and the set-up would be immune 
to problems created by the winter freeze-up. Yet the size and complexity 
of this development meant that for the time being, the alternative Cascade 
plant at Anthracite was more economically attractive.2

However, after the minister of the interior rejected the company’s plans 
for a higher dam at Lake Minnewanka, interest in the Spray Lakes inten-
sified. This would be the first major project for Geoffrey Gaherty, a thirty-
three-year-old former artillery officer and now an engineer with Calgary 
Power’s consultants, the Montreal Engineering Company; Gaherty would 
go on to have a long and distinguished career as an engineer, director, and 
ultimately president of both companies.

Geoffrey Abbott Gaherty ascended to the upper echelons of Canadian 
business and finance the old-fashioned way, through family connections. 
But for the fortuitous remarriage of his widowed mother, his career would 
certainly have taken a different course. He was born in 1889 to William 
Gaherty and Helen “Nellie” Bell in the small – now vanished – town 
of Dickinson’s Landing on the St. Lawrence River west of Cornwall. 
After her husband’s sudden death, Helen returned with her young son, 
Geoffrey, to her home in Almonte, Ontario, just outside of Ottawa. She 
probably met John F. Stairs through the matchmaking skills of a family 
friend – Conservative MP Bennett Rosamond, owner of Almonte Knitting 
Company in nearby Carleton Place. Stairs, a prominent Conservative and 
member of Parliament from Halifax and one of that city’s “merchant 
princes,” was the single father of seven children, having lost his wife nine 
years earlier. After a brief courtship, the two married in 1895. Stairs, Helen, 
and her son moved to Halifax following his retirement from federal pol-
itics that same year, and Helen took command of a large blended family 
and a stately home at 170 South Street. In 1902, their only child together, 
Margaret Rosamond, was born.

Back home in Nova Scotia, John F. Stairs embarked upon a disastrous 
career as leader of the provincial Conservative Party, but he also resumed 
his very successful business career as a merchant, banker, industrialist, 
and company promoter. It was at this time that Stairs took Max Aitken 
on as a trainee. With Isaac Walton Killam and A. J. Nesbitt also on the 
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team, Stairs’s Royal Securities Company peddled the stocks and bonds 
generated by Stairs’s far-flung enterprises. In 1904, Stairs died suddenly 
at age fifty-seven while working on a bank merger deal in Toronto with 
Max Aitken at his side. His will generously provided for his widow, their 
daughter, his children by his first marriage, and his stepson. By the time 
he was a teenager, Geoffrey Gaherty was, through inheritance, effectively 
fixed for life. Nevertheless, Protestant ethics and bourgeois values drove 
him to make for himself a productive career. Having grown up in a house 
surrounded by talk of iron and steel industries, ships, railroads, electric 
utilities, and street railroads, Geoffrey chose engineering.

From private school in Halifax, Geoffrey was sent to Upper Canada 
College in Toronto. He returned to Halifax to study engineering at 
Dalhousie, where he resumed his friendship with his cousin by marriage, 
Denis Stairs. After graduating in 1909, these two long-time friends des-
cended upon Max Aitken in Montreal looking for a job. Max, no doubt 
out of a sense of obligation to the Stairs family but also because of a de-
sire to get them as far out of harm’s way as possible, sent them to work 
on his Western Canada Power Corporation Stave Falls project in British 
Columbia. After gaining some experience with real work in hydroelectric 
construction, the two musketeers embarked in 1912 on what all young 
men with money in the Edwardian era desired: European travel. As legend 
has it, the two mates booked their return passage on the Titanic, but, lured 
to stay on by the attractions of London, they cancelled at the last minute.

When they returned, Royal Securities took care of them once again on 
the Western Canada Power project. When war was declared, Gaherty and 
Denis Stairs promptly enlisted. Gaherty served four years as an artillery 
officer, mainly in France, and returned physically intact. Stairs, serving 
in another unit, also survived but lost an arm. After the war, following 
a brief stint in the silver mines of Cobalt, Gaherty and Stairs once again 
sought out their friends at Royal Securities. Killam, a former employee of 
John F. Stairs and now in full command of the former family business and 
with numerous expansion prospects on the horizon, hired them both for 
the Montreal Engineering Company. Among his other tasks, Gaherty was 
given responsibility for improving the output and profitability of Calgary 
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Power. He was subsequently placed in charge of the reconnaissance, plan-
ning, design, and engineering of new storage, diversion, and generating 
works on the upper Bow River and was also responsible for seeking the 
necessary regulatory approvals. It would be a project that would occupy 
him for the next thirty or more years, with limited success for most of that 
period.3

The Spray Lakes diversion plan was intended to address Calgary 
Power’s immediate and long-term corporate needs. Not only would the 
company be able to meet all of Calgary’s normal peak needs, but the plan 
would also allow it to extend its transmission lines both northward to 
Edmonton and southward to Lethbridge. Most important was the fact 
that the new installation would also remedy the serious defects that had 
plagued the Horseshoe and Kananaskis stations from the outset. A “scien-
tific combination” of the new high-head plant would supply the baseload 
in winter with the older run-of-the-river generators, which could be re-
versed in summer when the flow of the Bow swelled.4 Although costly, the 
high-head plants at Canmore could greatly increase total output and help 
overcome the problems of lack of water downstream in the Bow. Gaherty 
frankly admitted that if accurate streamflow figures had been available 
in 1909, the run-of-the-river plants “would never have been constructed,” 
but he contended that “it is only by the scientific combination of these two 
types [of power plant] that the maximum yield of power can be obtained 
from the water available.”5

Calgary Power would have preferred to pursue the simpler and cheap-
er plan of developing the plant at Anthracite, using water stored at Lake 
Minnewanka, but with that possibility off the table, the company turned 
to the Spray Lakes development with enthusiasm, and it became Gaherty’s 
pet project. The company knew that the plan would create controversy 
and encounter strong opposition from the Parks Branch. After Charles 
Stewart’s announcement in the fall of 1922 that he would not approve the 
raising of the Minnewanka dam or the granting of any further power 
privileges inside the park system for the time being, Deputy Minister W. 
W. Cory privately told Gaherty in December that “in his opinion there 
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was not the slightest chance of an application for power in the Spray basin 
being accepted.”6

But the company refused to give up hope, pursuing its feasibility 
studies despite the opposition of the Parks Branch, which hastened to put 
on record its objections to a project that seemed objectionable in every 
way. First of all, there would be the flooding of nearly twenty-five hundred 
acres, which would prevent fish from spawning and drive away wildlife. 
The Spray valley was one of the prettiest near Banff, and turning the lakes 
into a reservoir would destroy them irrevocably. The economic arguments 
that had proven so persuasive in the fight over Lake Minnewanka were 
trotted out again. Pristine mountain scenery was a highly valuable com-
modity. In 1921, the national park system had earned Canada $18 million 
in United States currency. Ruining this natural beauty would destroy the 
appeal of the parks to American tourists.7

Parks Commissioner Harkin was particularly annoyed in the spring 
of 1923 when Calgary Power asked that the minister of the interior make 
no final, definitive ruling on raising the Lake Minnewanka dam until the 
cost of the Spray Lakes project had been established:

The whole aim appears to be to get the department to mix up the 
Spray and the Minnewanka schemes and to have them considered 
together, not independently. In other words, the aim appears to be 
to get the department more or less committed to the idea that the 
company is entitled to further consideration in its Minnewanka 
application.8

Despite this opposition, the company persevered with its explorations of 
the Spray basin. Short of power in the winter and facing the need to rene-
gotiate its power supply contract with the City of Calgary, the company 
felt that it had to have more water storage. By the spring of 1923, a pro-
posal was ready to spend $6 million on a dam, tunnel, and power plant at 
the Spray Lakes, which would produce 16,000 hp initially and permit the 
generators lower down the Bow to turn out an additional 20,000 hp. With 
that reserve of power in hand, the company was prepared to offer to build 
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trunk lines to supply Edmonton and the other cities in the northern part 
of the province as well. Ultimately, the development could be expanded 
to turn out over 250,000 hp in total, which could be expected to meet 
Alberta’s needs for the next fifty years. The steam plants in both major 
cities could thus be dismantled, resulting in annual savings for consumers 
of $7 million, while industry would receive a major incentive to locate in 
the province, which, in turn, would greatly benefit the agricultural sector.

After studying the proposal, the Water Power Branch of the 
Department of the Interior reported upon it in highly favourable terms.9 
Chief engineer J. T. Johnston argued that since opportunities for water-
power development in southern Alberta were very limited and so much 
of the eastern slopes of the Rockies was inside the national park system, 
it was “inevitable” that reservoirs would be constructed in the parks. 
The combination of high-head and low-head power stations proposed 
by Calgary Power was the solution to the power problems that had long 
plagued the region: “a balanced system … offers that only basis which will 
provide for an adequate supply of economic hydro-electric power and … 
the key lies in the Rocky Mountains Park.” At stake, Johnston argued, was 
“the right of the power consuming public in the Calgary district to secure an 
ample supply of cheap hydro-electric energy if such is available.” This de-
velopment would place the city “on a plane” with other industrial centres 
in Canada where such low-cost energy was provided. Johnston contended 
that the discussion should not be wrongly allowed to resolve itself into 
an issue of Parks Branch interests versus Water Power Branch interests: 
“There is no such issue. The two interests are in no wise contradictory or 
in opposition to each other, but on the other hand may be considered as 
complementary.” Recent debates in the United States had led to the ban-
ning of hydraulic development within the national park system there, but 
Canadians should not be swayed by “the extreme result of carefully en-
gineered and hysterical propaganda which represents the power interests 
as grasping monopolists determined to destroy the nation’s beauty spots 
to serve the ends of private greed.” In Canada, waterpower administra-
tion was “many years in advance” of American expertise and could easily 
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harmonize the competing interests. He urged that Canadians look instead 
to countries like Switzerland, where a modus vivendi had evolved.

Johnston was careful to refute each of the major arguments that he 
knew were certain to be raised by his bureaucratic rivals in the Parks 
Branch. National parks could never remain pristine wilderness: roads, 
bridges, sewers, and pole lines were essential. The Parks Branch itself was 
constructing a power plant near Banff: that constituted acceptance of the 
fact that dams and generating stations, if properly designed, could be 
“ features of added beauty and interest” in a park. He rejected claims that 
visitors would go elsewhere:

It is doubtful whether the development of water power in the 
Park would influence the route of a single tourist. The number so 
influenced would certainly be infinitely small – witness Niagara 
Falls, and Lakes Como, Garda and Maggiore in northern Italy – 
while the rights of the surrounding districts to their local natural 
resources should be considered in the balance.

Clearly, the power company had powerful friends at court, and their influ-
ence was quickly reinforced when Calgary’s mayor and Board of Trade 
weighed in on the same side.10 Company officials were given a full hearing 
by the minister of the interior. President V. M. Drury urged Stewart to is-
sue the development licence immediately or else work would not be able to 
start for another year, and Calgary would be forced to start expanding its 
thermal generating station in order to avert a power shortage during the 
coming winter.11

Even if Charles Stewart had been disposed to move so swiftly, the 
whole matter was complicated by the fact that the Government of Alberta 
now began to express an interest in gaining control of the proposed power 
development. In mid-April 1923, the provincial legislature passed a reso-
lution demanding that any development at Spray Lakes be controlled by 
Alberta. Premier Herbert Greenfield pointed out that as negotiations were 
already underway concerning the handing over of all Crown lands and 
resources to the province by Ottawa, it would not be appropriate for such 
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a valuable grant to be awarded without his government’s consent. Stewart, 
however, responded that these resources lay inside a national park and 
thus would remain under federal control in perpetuity.12

There the matter rested for the moment, but in early June, Calgary 
mayor George Webster met with the premier about future power plan-
ning. Webster pointed out that thermal power was six times as expensive 
as hydroelectricity (3 cents vs. 0.5 cents per kwh) and urged Greenfield 
to establish a provincial commission to oversee new development. In late 
August, Greenfield filed a formal application with the Department of the 
Interior for permission to develop the Spray Lakes.13 Only in December, 
however, did the premier request the chair of the Ontario Hydro-Electric 
Power Commission to lend its chief engineer, Fred Gaby, to study the 
power situation in Alberta and suggest how future needs might be met.14 
Clearly, the United Farmers of Alberta government still had doubts as to 
how popular increased state activity in this sector would be with their 
rural, agricultural constituency.

By December, the development of the Spray Lakes had become the 
centre of a heated public debate that ultimately led to the creation of a 
national lobby group to defend the integrity of the national park system 
against encroachment and commercial development. When the news of 
Calgary Power’s application became public in the spring of 1923, organ-
izations like the Alpine Club of Canada quickly expressed concern. The 
chair of the Calgary branch was among the first to register a strong protest 
with the minister of the interior against using the Spray Lakes as a power 
reservoir: “‘[H]ands off our national parks,’ we say.”15

Some of this public outrage was being quietly orchestrated by the 
parks commissioner and his staff.16 While Harkin admitted that in this 
bureaucratic infighting, he ought not to “go outside and seek support for 
our side of the question,” he told the president of the Calgary Automobile 
Club that he did feel it was proper for him to explain “the true significance 
of power applications of this kind with respect to the future of National 
Parks.” Thanking the club for its support of the Parks Branch, Harkin set 
forth the reasons for opposing the conversion of the Spray Lakes into a 
power reservoir; in the process, he neatly summed up the ambiguities and 
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contradictions in the attitudes of the Parks Branch toward commercial 
development inside the national park system:

One of the most important aspects of the National Parks is the 
selling, or as we put it here, the exporting of scenery. Both the 
American Parks and the Canadian Parks seek business in the 
same market, namely the United States. The American Congress 
has tied up their National Parks system by legislation so that it 
is absolutely assured against any commercial invasion.… As we 
look to the American market for the bulk of our scenery selling 
business, it is obvious that unless we are prepared to sell them 
scenery which they look upon as ideal scenery, our sales cannot 
amount to very much.

Damming the Spray Lakes would ruin the appearance of the valley just as 
had happened with Lake Minnewanka.

Harkin challenged the economic justification for any power develop-
ment in Rocky Mountains National Park:

Quite apart from the other considerations we, in the Parks 
Service, are convinced that on purely commercial grounds the 
preservation of the integrity of the Banff Park will pay the city 
of Calgary and the Dominion of Canada much greater dividends 
than will ever be paid by the power scheme.

Oblivious to the irony, he added that the Spray Lakes lay on the route to 
Mount Assiniboine, along which the Parks Branch hoped to construct a 
motor road: “Once we get foreign tourists in our parks, our object is to 
make them prolong their stay, and the eventual opening up of a scenic 
highway by the Spray … will no doubt contribute very strongly in that 
connection.” Harkin added a warning that any power concession would 
be a dangerous precedent that would ultimately permit lumbermen and 
miners to gain a foothold:
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J. B. Harkin, long-time 
director of the Parks Branch, 
Department of the Interior 
(LAC e010951726_s1).

The Parks Service strongly opposes 
any form of commercial invasion 
of the National Parks. It feels that if 
a precedent like the Spray scheme 
is ever established it would be 
impossible to prevent the gradual 
disintegration of the Parks.… 
Certainly it would appear to be 
poor business to spend millions 
of dollars providing highways and 
other facilities for the tourists, 
if we are to destroy the value of 
such investments by ruining our 
scenery.

Harkin’s argument found a receptive 
audience. Clubs, societies, and newspa-

per editors hastened to express their opposition to the Spray Lakes scheme 
to the federal government.17 The executive director of the Alpine Club of 
Canada, Arthur O. Wheeler, reiterated the criticisms by the commissioner 
of parks concerning “commercial invasion” of the national parks:

The Spray project is one particular case.… There will be assuredly 
in the course of time hundreds of other cases of varying types, 
all of which will have the same general grounds for argument as 
this particular one, and if not checked the ultimate result will be 
ruination to the National Parks of Canada.… There is no doubt in 
my mind that our National Recreation Parks are the best paying 
proposition that we have, and I sincerely hope they may be held 
inviolate as such.18

We cannot let the introduction of Arthur O. Wheeler into our story pass 
without a brief digression into his intimate, extensive, and conflicted rela-
tionship with the Parks Branch. The interruption in the narrative will, we 
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hope, be more than compensated by Wheeler’s astonishing chutzpah. The 
son of an aristocratic Irish immigrant in reduced circumstances whose 
position of harbourmaster in Collingwood was distinctly beneath him, 
Arthur Wheeler inherited his father’s sense of entitlement and abrasive, 
imperious manners. As a surveyor for the Department of the Interior in 
the 1880s and 1890s, Wheeler laid out Indian Reserves and townsites, and 
surveyed the Selkirk Mountains using new photographic techniques. As a 
surveyor hauling his equipment over rough terrain, he developed an abid-
ing love of the West, and of mountains in particular. As he rose in the bu-
reaucracy, he would have been in line for the commissionership of the new 
Parks Branch, but he left the federal service in 1910 for a private consulting 
career and became executive director of the recently formed Alpine Club 
of Canada. Wheeler, an older, more experienced western hand, thus main-
tained a somewhat paternalistic, even patronizing attitude toward his ju-
nior, J. B. Harkin. And far from being in awe of government, he believed that 
he and the Alpine Club provided the Parks Branch with a reason for being.

It was in that spirit that Wheeler began what would become a 
long-standing relationship with the Parks Branch that focused on in-
creasing utilization of Rocky Mountains National Park through a private 
business venture. Wheeler, reacting against the high cost of visiting Banff, 
proposed to organize inexpensive walking tours out of Banff to attract a 
new and more numerous clientele to the park. Wheeler’s populism struck 
a chord with Parks officials, who readily agreed to accommodate and pro-
vide some financial support for this new form of tourism.

Wheeler first organized some walking tours as an experiment in 1920. 
Heading from Banff up the trail to the Spray Lakes, the walkers would skirt 
around the base of Mount Assiniboine and then go northwest along the 
Continental Divide to Healy Creek and back down to the townsite. A train 
of pack ponies was laid on to carry visitors’ baggage. The Parks Branch 
gave enthusiastic support, clearing backcountry campgrounds and donat-
ing equipment, such as cots, worth $6,750. These outings attracted enough 
interest that the following spring, Wheeler spent $600 on producing a fly-
er entitled “Banff to Mt. Assiniboine, The Matterhorn of the Canadian 
Rockies via Spray Lakes Route,” announcing walks departing twice a week 
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A. O. Wheeler, Alpine Club of Canada (Glenbow Archives, NA-4539-4).
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from July through September. He persuaded the CPR to distribute ten 
thousand copies and to put a notice in their publicity bulletin, “Resorts in 
the Rockies,” telling Harkin that for the railway, “it is evidently considered 
good business.” Though Wheeler attempted to fudge the matter by head-
ing his promotional stationary with “A Public Walking and Riding Tour, 
under the Patronage of the Alpine Club of Canada, Banff, Alberta,” this 
operation was, in fact, a personal business venture from which he aimed 
to profit in his retirement. In order to keep going, in 1921 Wheeler sought 
$3,000 from officials to produce more leaflets and to improve the camps 
for the walkers. Even his friend Harkin found this a bit excessive, though 
he agreed to put up $600 (eventually raised to $900) for the improvement 
of the camps in the backcountry although he refused to fund either the 
advertising or improvements to the jumping-off point at Middle Springs.19

The scheme generated a good deal of favourable publicity; the Calgary 
Daily Herald described the scenic walks as a “magic spell” for people 
needing relief for jangled nerves created by their daily grind. Wheeler 
passed up no opportunity to play the populist card by condemning big 
interests like the CPR, and even the local outfitters, for jacking up prices 
and putting off ordinary people who wanted to enjoy the wonders of 
the mountains at economical rates. He complained to Harkin that Park 
Superintendent R. S. Stronach had no interest in “mountain people” and 
wanted to cater to the well-off rather than to every class of person. In his 
appeals for financial support, Wheeler emphasized that he was putting 
in all this work only out of a sense of duty and would quit if he could not 
make a go of it. By the end of the 1921 season, though, he was ready to 
pronounce the walks a definite success, since 250 people had participated 
over the past two years and word-of-mouth advertising was sure to bring 
in more paying customers in future.20

Eventually, however, the self-righteous Wheeler overreached himself 
and undercut his relations with officials. He allowed some “walkers” to 
ride on saddle ponies for four dollars extra per day. Before long the li-
censed outfitters began complaining about the government-subsidized 
competition for riders on the trails up to Mount Assiniboine. In the fall of 
1921, Harkin had to tell Wheeler that he must stop offering saddle ponies 
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if he wanted continued assistance for his walking tours. Serving the tour-
ists was, after all, a business enterprise. Wheeler decided to pull out all 
the stops in an effort to protect his advantage: he organized prominent 
members of the Alpine Club of Canada to write to the federal minister of 
the interior endorsing his operation. On the first day of 1922, he followed 
up with a printed circular sent to all Alpine Club members denouncing 
the “transitory mountain outfitters” for challenging the club’s work of 
“opening up” the Rocky Mountains. Claiming that the club represented 
the “large majority” of people interested in the little-known areas of the 
mountains, Wheeler called for an attack upon the “obstructionists” who 
only served the wealthy and ignored those who desired “access to primi-
tive nature in the Great Hills of Canada for our revitalization and who 
do not desire artificial moonlight.” The predictable result was a flood of 
letters to Ottawa from across Canada and the United States, obediently 
parroting Wheeler’s line.21

Feeling bruised, officials complained to one another about this “vig-
orous propaganda,” noting that despite all their generous assistance for 
the walking tours, only about two hundred people had ever taken them. 
The outfitters, who had their own influence, demanded a meeting with 
park officials in Banff. After that meeting, Wheeler was told that he could 
not expect a subsidy if he continued to offer mounted side trips for the 
walkers to places like Mount Assiniboine using his pack train as saddle 
ponies. He still tried to persuade officials to allow him to offer the side 
trips, provided that other outfitters offered them for the same price, but 
they realized that launching the riding tours from the subsidized camps 
would only generate continued criticism from important interests like the 
Brewster brothers. The quarrel presented Wheeler with abundant oppor-
tunities to expend his ample reserves of indignation, anger, and petulance 
toward any and all comers. Eventually, a compromise was worked out that 
permitted Wheeler to offer only one-day side trips, leaving longer saddle 
tours to the outfitters. On this understanding, the sorely tried bureaucrats 
agreed to grant him another $800, and the relationship assumed a more 
amicable tone.22
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By 1923, Wheeler seems to have expected his subsidy more or less as a 
matter of right. He claimed that he was only breaking even on the walking 
tours and asked Harkin for another year’s grant. The parks commissioner 
replied that he needed a formal application and report; Wheeler com-
plied and again received $800. At the end of that year, the Calgary Power 
Company applied to dam the upper Spray River inside the national park 
and submerge the Spray Lakes. Wheeler helped organize strong oppos-
ition; he issued a veiled threat to tell prospective American walkers that he 
had discontinued the tours owing to the plan, warning that flooding the 
valley would “create a strong feeling of dissatisfaction in American centres 
where conservation of parks in their entirety is a vital question and one 
that has the full support of the public.” He agreed, however, to continue 
the tours when Harkin offered a $1,000 subsidy for 1924.23 Wheeler’s walks 
and the subsidies would continue into the 1930s, when financial strin-
gency finally brought an end to the relationship.

In mobilizing the Alpine Club behind the Parks Branch in its strug-
gle against the Calgary Power Company, Wheeler occupied a somewhat 
anomalous position, to say the least. First and foremost, he was the Alpine 
Club, as he was happy to remind anyone, particularly when he was angry. 
Friends and opponents alike recognized that he regarded the club as 
personal property, a convenient cover for his personal interests. Second, 
he was a paid client of the Parks Branch, carrying out its work for a fee. 
Third, he was a private businessman enjoying his hobby on public land 
and profiting from it. Finally, he was simultaneously a fierce advocate of 
the “sanctity” of public parks and a part of the “commercial invasion” of 
the parks, though he did not, of course, see it that way. An uncharitable 
view of the matter would conclude that the Alpine Club of Canada’s sup-
port of Harkin’s Parks Branch in the Spray Lakes affair had been bought 
and paid for.

With that background information on the relationship between the 
Parks Branch and the formidable A. O. Wheeler, we return now to the 
Spray Lakes story. In the summer of 1923, a group of conservationists 
gathered at the Alpine Club’s campground at Larch Lake, Alberta. Harkin 
was present and repeated his familiar argument:
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From a straight commercial standpoint our parks are one of our 
most important resources.… I am referring to money brought 
into Canada from foreign countries by tourists.… There can be no 
doubt that the revenue the National Parks brought into Canada in 
1921 was at least $15,000,000. That same year we spent $850,00[0]. 
That is … we brought into Canada eighteen times the amount of 
money we spent on National Parks.… I emphasize the commercial 
side because I find that the general public persists in the idea that 
National Parks are simply frills and luxuries. Nevertheless, on 
the basis of cold-blooded commercialism I don’t think there is an 
institution that pays as big a dividend as the Canadian National 
Parks.

A unanimous resolution was then passed forming a new Canadian 
National Parks Association and condemning any further alienation of nat-
ural resources lying inside the park system without a vote of Parliament.24

One member of the executive of the new association explained to the 
minister of the interior that the application to dam the Spray Lakes had 
brought about “a crystallization of public opinion generally throughout 
Canada against the franchise.” Fears were expressed that the government 
had reversed its policy regarding parks “to conserve these areas from the 
national standpoint and for national purposes.” While such a lobby would 
probably have been set up before long in any event, the move, according to 
A. S. Sibbald, a charter member of the new organization,

… was probably hurried forward at the present time by the 
question growing out of the proposal to develop power in the 
Spray Lakes basin … and undoubtedly marks the reaction of the 
general Canadian public to the attempt involved to develop power 
within the Parks and incidentally to establish a precedent which 
would make it more difficult to refuse later franchises of that 
kind.25
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The executive of the new association then started a campaign to put pres-
sure on the interior minister and letters poured in from across the coun-
try.26 During the next two and a half years, he received protests from hun-
dreds of individuals and numerous organizations denouncing the Spray 
Lakes power project.27 Among the most vocal and persistent of these lob-
byists was Major Selby Walker, son of Calgary’s founder, Colonel James 
Walker, and a sparkplug of the new Canadian National Parks Association. 
Walker, as imperious and self-important as Arthur O. Wheeler, whom he 
replaced at the head of the movement, favoured theatrical, sensationalist 
public relations tactics.28 He hit upon several ingenious ideas to arouse 
Alberta opinion against the idea of damming the Spray Lakes. First, he 
suggested spreading a rumour in Banff that the rock footings of the dam 
would be unsound, creating the danger of a sudden collapse followed by 
a tidal wave down the Spray valley that would inundate the town. Later, 
he got in touch with the secretary of the Western Canada Coal Operators 
Association to see if the association would be interested in joining in the 
agitation in the hope of promoting the construction of more thermal gen-
erating stations.29

Rather surprisingly, this latter approach bore fruit. At first the coal 
operators simply responded that they did not know what to think about 
the Spray Lakes project itself, but they did oppose the provincial govern-
ment “committing itself to an expensive hydro-electric system without 
at first investigating the possibilities of steam electric plants.” Sensing an 
opportunity, Walker hastened to point out that approving one encroach-
ment on the national park system would almost certainly lead to other 
applications, since “it is extremely difficult if not impossible to pick and 
choose between the different projected encroachments of water power in-
terests within our parks.”30 In the spring of 1924, Walker put the common 
interests of conservationists and coalmen to them as plainly as possible:

The National Parks Association desire[s], of course, to preserve the 
parks from commercial encroachment; your association desire[s] 
to mine as much coal as possible. The Spray Lakes concession, if 
granted, will, according to the Power Company’s figures, save the 
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annual consumption of 2,000,000 tons of coal; and Alberta is not 
Ontario where coal must be imported.

That argument rang the bell. The Coal Operators duly registered their op-
position to Calgary Power’s plans (thus placing themselves in the some-
what unlikely company of the Toronto Field Naturalists Club).31

William Pearce, however, arguably one of the founders of Rocky 
Mountains National Park, raised his voice in favour of the Spray Lakes de-
velopment. For him, the water requirements of prairie irrigation trumped 
other considerations. A torrent of letters poured out of his office, much 
to the embarrassment of his employer, the CPR, insisting that upstream 
storage would irrigate twice the amount of land presently under culti-
vation and would control flooding.32 As for the scenic blight occasioned 
by reservoir drawdowns, he proposed clearing and laying down a gravel 
apron along the shoreline. But his was a weak and failing voice from the 
past, and it had little effect.

By 1923, the battle lines over the damming of the Spray Lakes had 
been firmly drawn. Ranged on one side were the Parks Branch of the 
Department of the Interior with the vocal alliance of conservationists in 
the Canadian National Parks Association. On the other stood the Calgary 
Power Company and the municipal government, which had recently 
signed another five-year agreement to take more power from the private 
utility.33 Meanwhile, the provincial government hovered in the wings, 
increasingly interested in securing control of any further power develop-
ment, either to provide the basis for a provincially owned utility or to give 
the province a firm regulatory hold over the electric industry.

Minister of the Interior Charles Stewart advised Premier Herbert 
Greenfield in December 1923 that Calgary Power had begun a forceful 
campaign to persuade him to grant their application.34 When the question 
arose in the House of Commons in the spring of 1924, the minister seemed 
sympathetic to the company. He admitted that there was “no doubt” that 
additional power would eventually be needed. As for the route through 
the Spray valley, it was “not one of the most scenic” in the area although 
the higher terrain around Mount Assiniboine was very beautiful. As for 
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the application to build a reservoir, he thought it might be possible to do 
it without marring the scenery “to any considerable degree.” But, insisted 
Stewart, he knew how much the Parks Branch opposed the idea, so he 
was keeping “a perfectly open mind about it.” That declaration brought 
Vancouver Conservative H. H. Stevens to his feet. Stevens was a fervent 
defender of the principle of maintaining the national parks against out-
side pressures. Would the minister, he asked, promise to do nothing to 
grant the application for one more year. Stewart, happy to let matters rest 
because of the noisy conservationists who were hounding him, eagerly 
agreed to this: “I am not in a hurry to deal with this particular question,” 
he admitted.35

Stewart made it plain that if permission to dam the Spray Lakes were 
to be granted, the provincial government would have first refusal. Calgary 
Power, therefore, concentrated on persuading Premier Greenfield to press 
his application seriously on the understanding that Alberta’s rights, once 
obtained, would be turned over to the company. President V. M. Drury 
wrote to the premier, who was visiting Ottawa, to suggest that he come 
down to Montreal for a game of golf.36 But it soon became clear that the 
United Farmers of Alberta government was not yet ready to make up its 
mind about whether to proceed with a provincial scheme, at least until it 
received the report by the engineers from Ontario Hydro.

Despite Stewart’s public commitment to delay the decision for at least 
a year, City of Calgary officials kept up the pressure in the hope that they 
would not have to operate their expensive thermal generating plant during 
the coming winter. But Stewart would not budge. All that he was prepared 
to do during 1924 was to formally reiterate his promise that the provincial 
government would be given first refusal on any grant.37

Early in 1925, the engineers of the Ontario Hydro-Electric Power 
Commission finally delivered their report to the Alberta government.38 
To the cabinet’s dismay, this study estimated that taking over the Calgary 
Power Company’s existing plants and completing the first stage of a new 
development at the Spray Lakes would cost between $12 and $14 mil-
lion. Not only would such an investment tax the financial capacity of the 
government to the hilt, but in a province where rural electrification was 
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almost non-existent, it was likely to be highly unpopular with the voters 
who formed the backbone of the United Farmers of Alberta. After this 
dose of cold water, all that Premier Greenfield could do was to reassert his 
government’s claim to priority in developing the Spray Lakes and convene 
a meeting of municipal representatives to discuss cost-sharing for a prov-
ince-wide system.39

Despite the enthusiasm for a provincially owned hydroelectric utility in 
Calgary (which had the backing of both the Board of Trade and the Trades 
and Labour Council),40 the representatives of the other municipalities 
proved decidedly cool when they met in June 1925. Edmonton’s represent-
atives preferred to consider other sites nearer that city, while Red Deer was 
neutral and Drumheller, a large coal-mining centre, was openly opposed. 
“All municipalities definitely decline all financial responsibilities in con-
nection with provincial electrical development,” wired George Hoadley, 
the provincial government’s representative at the meeting. All that could 
be agreed upon was to appoint two more engineers to review the Ontario 
Hydro report. This review, in turn, simply reiterated that the Spray Lakes 
project appeared to be the logical next step in developing provincial power 
resources and recommended that it go forward as soon as possible.41

In June 1925, the Spray Lakes development came up once more in 
Parliament. Stewart admitted that he continued to be buffeted by strong 
conflicting pressures both for and against it. In an effort to escape these, 
he proposed bringing in legislation at the next session that would put the 
natural resources that were inside national parks under the control of 
Parliament itself. Meanwhile, he asked for the views of the MPs on the 
application for rights at the Spray Lakes. In the absence of H. H. Stevens, 
the Parks Branch was without its strongest defender on the Conservative 
benches. Opposition Leader Arthur Meighen blustered that the govern-
ment was abdicating its responsibilities but finally allowed that if the 
power was really needed in Calgary, the development could hardly be 
blocked any longer.

Other Alberta MPs endorsed that position, arguing that there was 
already plenty of land set aside for parks in the province. The Spray valley 
was not particularly scenic and, like other areas of commercial value, ought 
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to be moved outside the boundaries of Rocky Mountains National Park. 
When nobody rose to challenge that point of view, Stewart announced that 
he would take this silence as an expression that Parliament favoured the 
development going ahead. Pressed further, the minister refused to say that 
he would definitely grant the development rights, in light of the opposition 
from conservationists; this was something for Parliament to decide. But, 
he added, if the Alberta government was “sincere” in its application, he 
would be “prepared to go forward with it.”42

This was seized upon by the Calgary newspapers as “a definite sur-
render of the Spray Lakes for power purposes,”43 but that was a misunder-
standing of what Stewart had committed himself to. What he meant was 
that if Alberta was ready to press ahead with a formal application, he 
would set the bureaucratic wheels in motion. In fact, he knew that the 
government was not prepared to put up the money for a provincial hydro-
electric system, and he still hoped to evade responsibility for any decision 
by introducing legislation that would require parliamentary approval for 
the alienation of any natural resources inside the national park system.

Certainly, Calgary Power Company officials were convinced that they 
would never persuade the Interior Department to grant them a licence, 
since the House of Commons was “prejudiced against them.” Premier 
Greenfield simply renewed his demand that Stewart grant the develop-
ment licence to the provincial government immediately so that it could 
be handed over to the company.44 Stewart insisted, however, that nothing 
could be done unless the Province of Alberta gave a firm commitment to 
proceed with the development itself. As the commissioner of parks put it,

… the province is not yet convinced itself that the Spray scheme 
has enough merit in it to justify its proceeding with actual 
development, therefore there is no justification for the [Interior] 
Department granting any concession with the merit question still 
up in the air.

The final inference in Premier Greenfield’s wire is that if the 
province gets a concession it may proceed to authorize some other 
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institution to develop it. In other words he asks the Dominion to 
give it a concession which it can peddle.45

Federal officials believed in 1925 that the Government of Alberta would 
not proceed with direct development of the Spray Lakes project on its own, 
but in the absence of a clear statement to that effect, the provincial gov-
ernment’s indecision justified further delay. In December, Charles Stewart 
responded to complaints about delay from the mayor of Calgary by telling 
the Calgary Daily Herald that he was

… still waiting for the provincial government to demonstrate its 
ability and desire to develop that project.… The federal government 
proposes to deal direct with the party that actually develops the 
scheme and cannot see why they should issue a license to any 
other applicant.

Although the new premier, John Brownlee, complained that this insis-
tence made it impossible for him to bargain effectively with Calgary Power 
about the development of a province-wide hydroelectric system, Stewart 
refused to budge.46

At the end of 1925, then, it appeared that for the time being, the 
Parks Branch and its conservationist allies had won the day. The outcry 
against damming the Spray Lakes had caused the Interior minister to 
hesitate, then draw back, and ultimately seek a means to avoid bearing sole 
responsibility for the decision. The unwillingness of the United Farmers 
of Alberta government to commit itself to a publicly owned development 
of the hydroelectric potential of the Bow River valley provided a further 
excuse for stalling. By the end of 1925, matters were no further advanced 
than they had been more than three years earlier when the Minnewanka 
dam had been turned down.

Still, there remained a looming electricity shortage in Calgary in com-
ing winters if nothing were done to increase the capacity of the plants in 
the Bow River valley. The editor of the Calgary Albertan probably spoke 
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for many Calgarians who resented being dismissed as thoughtless vandals 
in supporting further development in Rocky Mountains National Park:

Is it just and right that the people of the plains below should be 
deprived of light, heat and power at a price which they can pay, in 
order that the beauties of the park may be completely unimpaired? 
Is there not a beauty in well lighted houses, in better heated homes 
during the cold and cheerless winter nights, in power which will 
relieve the housewife of much of the drudgery on the daily round 
of household duties?

Many citizens regarded the failure to develop cheap hydroelectricity from 
the Spray Lakes as a bar to future progress: “We have plenty of scenery in 
western Canada,” a Calgary Albertan writer declared.47

For the time being, however, arguments like those of Parks 
Commissioner J. B. Harkin carried the day. “Selling scenery” to the 
American tourists was too good a business to be risked by ruining the 
landscapes of the national park system. The Parks Branch officials and 
their lobbying groups continued to maintain that hydroelectric develop-
ment had no place within a national park. That was an argument, they 
would subsequently learn, that cut both ways. Meanwhile, the standoff 
continued. Unless the Calgary Power Company could convince people that 
the Spray Lakes development was absolutely necessary, the Department of 
the Interior would continue to refuse permission for it.
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Political Logic

The stout defence of the integrity of the national park system put up by 
the newly aroused conservation movement kept the Spray Lakes out of 
the hands of power developers during the early 1920s. As long as the 
Alberta government temporized about whether or not to undertake its 
own hydroelectric development in the Bow River watershed, Interior 
Minister Charles Stewart appeared willing to bow to the arguments of the 
Canadian National Parks Association and his own Parks Branch officials; 
both groups urged him not to give way to the demands of the Calgary 
Power Company and Calgary’s municipal politicians to convert the Spray 
Lakes into a power reservoir. But in 1925, the political fates turned against 
those interested in wilderness preservation when the Conservative Party 
rebounded strongly in the federal election and even briefly gained office. 
Thereafter, the Liberals were forced to pay close attention to the wishes 
of a small number of Progressive MPs from Alberta, who were closely al-
lied with the United Farmers of Alberta government. Throughout the late 
1920s, Prime Minister Mackenzie King courted Premier John Brownlee 
and his supporters by negotiating the transfer of Alberta’s natural resourc-
es to the control of the provincial government.

Even after that transfer, though, waterpower within national parks 
would remain within the federal jurisdiction. Thus, the problem of water 
storage inside Rocky Mountains National Park became entangled in these 
wider negotiations, during which the King government showed a willing-
ness to permit development of the Spray Lakes as part of the price of pol-
itical support from Albertan MPs. The combined weight of the provincial 
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and municipal governments, the Calgary Power Company, and its allies 
in the interior department’s Water Power Branch eventually carried the 
day despite a determined rearguard action by Parks Commissioner J. B. 
Harkin and his staff. The Spray Lakes would be sacrificed to the electrical 
needs of southern Alberta and the political needs of the Mackenzie King 
government. In the end, some of the most ardent conservationists even 
became resigned to the loss of this battle, their only comfort being the 
hope that the surrender of the Spray Lakes might pave the way for a re-
vised National Parks Act that would make it much easier to block such 
developments in future.

Following Charles Stewart’s rejection of  the Alberta government’s 
application to control the use of the Spray Lakes as a power reservoir in 
the fall of 1925 on the grounds that the province was not then prepared 
to undertake the development itself, the political situation in Ottawa took 
a dramatic turn. In these new electoral circumstances, Mackenzie King 
became very eager to establish friendly relations with the government of 
Premier John Brownlee. In October 1925, King had called an election, ask-
ing the electorate to give him a clear majority. Instead, the voters turned 
in large numbers to the Conservative Party under Arthur Meighen, which 
recovered from the debacle of 1921 and captured 116 seats to become the 
largest party in the House of Commons. The 101 Liberals could remain 
in power only with the support of the 24 Progressives who had survived 
defeat in the election, and the 9 Alberta Progressives thus formed an im-
portant key to King’s continued hold on office.1

Discussions with the Prairie Provinces over granting them control 
of their natural resources had been held in the early 1920s (when King 
also depended upon Progressive votes for his parliamentary majority). 
But these negotiations ultimately foundered upon the western premiers’ 
insistence that their governments should not only receive the same powers 
as the other provinces but also continue to receive their subsidies in lieu 
of the resources. They wanted it both ways; the federal government at the 
time refused. Fearful of the opposition that such favouritism would gener-
ate in other provinces, the Liberals backed away from any agreement and 
the negotiations were allowed to lapse.2
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The election of 1925 transformed the situation. Early in 1926, Mackenzie 
King met with John Brownlee just before the opening of Parliament. The 
prime minister agreed to include in the Speech from the Throne a promise 
of the speedy transfer of Alberta’s natural resources back to the provincial 
government. Now, however, a new snag arose: certain Liberal MPs from 
Quebec insisted that a guarantee of the continued existence of Catholic 
separate schools in Alberta should be repeated in the legislation ratifying 
the resource transfer. Nervous about creating Catholic-Protestant friction, 
Mackenzie King eventually persuaded the Alberta Progressive MPs to 
agree to postpone the transfer until the courts could rule on whether or 
not the separate school guarantees remained valid. While that was being 
done, however, the negotiations again lapsed.3

Failure to achieve agreement on the larger issue, however, increased 
the pressure on Charles Stewart, the federal minister from Alberta, to try 
and placate the provincial government by reaching some accommodation 
with the province over the development of the Spray Lakes. Keeping the 
nine Progressive MPs from the province happy was important because 
the Liberal minority government might find itself dependent upon their 
continued goodwill. In an effort to deflect the criticisms of the conserva-
tionists, Stewart introduced legislation that would require resources to be 
removed from the national park system before they could be developed 
commercially. Such boundary changes would require the passage of a pri-
vate member’s bill, thus shifting the focus of lobbying away from the min-
ister of the interior to individual parliamentarians. But these amendments 
to the National Parks Act were not dealt with during the 1926 session of 
Parliament, so Stewart continued to be in the hot seat.

The Alberta government insisted that it should have control of the 
power potential of the Spray Lakes and hoped to exploit the situation in 
Ottawa to attain it.4 Since the Calgary Power Company’s federal charter of 
incorporation made it immune from expropriation by the province, con-
trol of the water stored at the Spray Lakes would be important if Alberta 
ever decided to establish a publicly owned electrical utility. In early March 
1926, therefore, Premier Brownlee approached I. W. Killam, president of 
Calgary Power, offering to use his influence in Ottawa to secure approval 
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of the company’s development of the 
Spray Lakes, provided that Killam 
would agree to permit Alberta to take 
over the project in the future upon 
payment of the company’s expendi-
ture on the project. Killam refused, 
arguing that such an agreement would 
make it impossible to raise capital to 
finance the plan. As a counter offer, 
he indicated that he would accept an 
agreement that included the province’s 
right to take over the company’s prop-
erties at some later date at a price to be 
arbitrated.

Premier Brownlee, meanwhile, 
tabled a motion in the Alberta 

legislature calling upon Ottawa to grant the province the immediate 
authority to authorize the development of the Spray Lakes to meet the 
future power needs of southern Alberta. Admitting that such a project 
made no economic sense unless coordinated with the existing installations 
of Calgary Power lower down on the Bow River, Brownlee reiterated the 
demand that development rights be granted to the provincial government, 
not Calgary Power. Only with the power rights in hand could Alberta 
bargain effectively with the company and make the decision whether 
to grant them these rights or to establish a public enterprise. As soon 
as the resolution passed, Brownlee forwarded it to Charles Stewart and 
Mackenzie King, and also to one of the province’s Progressive MPs, urging 
him and the other Alberta representatives to “press this matter as strongly 
as possible.”5

Because Calgary Power was eager to see the Spray Lakes plan proceed 
(and because he knew that Stewart could only grant the rights to the actual 
developer), I. W. Killam offered to come up to the capital from Montreal to 
lobby other parliamentarians:

John Brownlee, premier of 
Alberta (Glenbow Archives, 
NA-1451-11).
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If you think it advisable for me to interview any members of the 
House for the purpose of educating them as to the importance 
of the Spray development proceeding on account of the power 
shortage in Calgary and Alberta, and as to the unreasonableness 
of further consideration of the scenery question … I shall be glad 
to do so. It would require no great effort on my part to spend a 
day or two and discuss the matter with such members as might 
be helpful in the matter. I am personally on friendly terms with 
quite a number of members on both sides of the House, but nearly 
all of these are representatives of Quebec and the Eastern [i.e., 
Maritime] Provinces.6

Mayor George Webster of Calgary also weighed in, complaining to 
Stewart that “this matter has been dragging on now for some three years, 
and the situation in Calgary will soon become aggravated, so that it is 
very desirable … that the decision be reached at the earliest possible 
moment.” The Calgary Board of Trade followed this up with a lengthy 
complaint that the shortage of hydroelectricity in winter required the city 
to produce up to 12,000 hp annually of expensive thermal power. Since the 
provincial government did not seem ready to undertake the Spray Lakes 
development, Ottawa should license some private operator (read: Calgary 
Power) to get on with the job. The Board of Trade complained about how 
Ottawa was treating Alberta and briskly dismissed the notion that the 
reservoir would destroy the scenery of Rocky Mountains National Park 
as “sheer nonsense”:

Instead of destroying the scenic beauty it will turn an unsightly 
valley denuded by fire of its forest into a beautiful lake. And if there 
are any who consider that the wheels of industry are a profanation 
of the face of nature, we would say that this site will be so small a 
part of the mighty area of mountain and canyon included in the 
park and so far removed from the line of travel, that none will see 
or hear them unless they make a special trip over a difficult trail 
to visit the site.
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This mawkish sentiment did not prevent the Province of 
Ontario from developing the Niagara power site, and they had no 
outcry from the west that it was destroying its scenic beauty.…

Alberta has no other source of waterpower than that found in 
the mountains from which to draw. Must this waterpower forever 
flow off to the prairies without turning a wheel, while the province 
stands awaiting the development of its industries?7

Calgary Power also conceived another means of putting pressure on the 
interior department to grant the company the rights. Managing Director 
G. A. Gaherty proposed that Ottawa give the Alberta Public Utility 
Commission responsibility for fixing its rates, ostensibly to help the com-
pany in negotiations with various southern Alberta municipalities over 
power supply contracts. Parks Commissioner Harkin angrily rejected this 
“most objectionable” suggestion as

… simply another manoeuvre to help land the Spray Lakes for 
Calgary Power. Mr Gaherty is the mouthpiece of the Calgary 
Power Company, and if his request were granted it would indicate 
that, the Minister having so assisted them in their negotiations 
with municipalities, favourably regards their application for Spray 
Lakes.

Moreover, the delegation of such an important regulatory task to a provin-
cial body would be an important precedent, sure to be seized upon by the 
other two western provinces to undermine federal control of waterpower 
development.8

The renewal of pressure from the provincial government and from 
Calgary Power to develop the Spray Lakes set off another round of conflict 
within the interior department between the Parks Branch and the Water 
Power Branch in the spring of 1926. Branch director J. T. Johnston repeat-
ed his argument that the construction of reservoirs inside the national 
parks in southern Alberta was “inevitable.” In fact, he pointed out, the 
Parks Branch itself had constructed a power plant near Banff, adding that 
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such installations could readily be made “ features of added beauty and 
interest.” In Johnston’s view,

… the question of power development in Park areas should not be 
approached from the basis that these two interests are mutually 
antagonistic. The actualities are quite the reverse. Constructive 
cooperation will not only preserve the aesthetic features essential 
to a successful Park development, but will also release to the 
surrounding districts the benefits accruing from an invaluable 
and inexhaustible natural resource, to which the district in 
question can undoubtedly lay substantial claim.9

Such claims provoked a sizzling reply from Parks Commissioner Harkin.10 
He dealt first with the history of the application. Calgary Power’s two Bow 
River plants had never been able to generate more than 5,000 continuous 
hp (or less than one-sixth of their rated capacity) owing to low flow in 
winter. Efforts to correct this by damming Lake Minnewanka had failed 
to provide a remedy since only about 20 per cent of the additional flow 
reached Horseshoe and Kananaskis. Now, Calgary politicians were claim-
ing that a power shortage existed when, in fact, peak loads had been falling 
since 1922 (despite rising consumption), so the existing city steam plant 
could meet winter requirements quite economically.

The empire builders in the Water Power Branch, argued Harkin, 
wanted to permit the damming of the Spray Lakes to create a development 
with an ultimate capacity of 200,000 hp, for which there was not even a 
market in southern Alberta. In any case, the availability of cheap power 
was no guarantee of industrial development; Medicine Hat could supply 
electricity at 60 per cent of Calgary’s rates, but firms still preferred to locate 
closer to major markets. Yet the Water Power people were ready to proceed 
even before they had assembled adequate hydrographic data for the Spray 
basin, with the risk of repeating the same blunders made in developing 
the Bow. The parks commissioner harked back to a memorandum written 
four years earlier, in which Johnston himself had suggested that the most 
appropriate development sites probably lay in the headwaters of the Red 
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Deer, the Saskatchewan, and the Clearwater Rivers, and that other loca-
tions on the Athabasca and North Saskatchewan might be better future 
prospects than the Bow watershed. The Water Power Branch, he argued, 
had a fixation with hydraulic development that made it unwilling to give 
serious consideration to the proposition that thermal stations powered by 
coal or natural gas might be more economical than hydroelectric projects 
in southern Alberta.

Harkin reserved his most profound scorn for the argument that power 
developments need not be out of place in a park and might even add var-
iety and interest to the landscape:

Apparently, in Mr. Johnston’s opinion, commercial developments 
would not affect the status of the park, and all natural resources 
in a park area might be developed. This is directly opposite to 
the whole purpose for which parks have been established. If we 
remove restrictions to commercial developments in our parks, 
they are no different to any other area.… The established attitude 
of the United States in regard to the sanctity of their national 
parks, and which is based on ripe experience, is sufficient rebuttal 
on [sic] the opinions advanced by Mr. Johnston.

The memorandum further states that dams, power stations 
and similar structures can be made features of added beauty and 
interest to a park. This entirely overlooks the fact that tourists 
do not come to National Parks to see dams, penstocks and 
powerplants, nor would any park organization in any part of 
the world give publicity to any commercial development in their 
park areas, no matter how interesting it might be from a business 
standpoint. The hundreds of thousands of tourists who visit the 
National Parks on this continent come to see them because they 
are essentially in their natural state, and in doing so they record 
an appreciation of the governments who kept these areas intact 
for future generations.
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Since the shortage of power in southern Alberta was illusory, the only 
purpose of the renewed pressure to develop the Spray Lakes was to render 
Calgary Power’s Bow River plants more efficient (and hence, more profit-
able). That, in turn, would reinforce the company’s monopoly in the re-
gion and enable it to force other municipalities to sign supply contracts 
on favourable terms. If demand for electricity failed to grow as expected, 
the provincial government might even be forced to step in and take over 
the project to save Calgary Power from financial difficulties. “Obviously, 
then,” concluded Harkin, “there is no need for the Department to act on 
any application for power development in the parks while present conditions 
obtain.”

Thus, Charles Stewart remained faced with deeply divided counsel 
from his bureaucratic subordinates. Failure to grant the demands of the 
province and the company might imperil the minority government, yet a 
coalition of vengeful conservationists might pounce upon the Liberals at 
election time if he failed to protect the Spray Lakes from hydroelectric de-
velopment. Despite a further visit to Ottawa to lobby by John Brownlee, the 
interior minister stuck to the position that he would not give the go-ahead 
for the Spray Lakes development until the provincial government had 
indicated whether or not it was prepared to undertake the project itself.11 
Despite this rebuff, the Alberta Progressives did not desert the Liberals in 
mid-June of 1926 when the Conservatives moved a motion of non-con-
fidence in King’s administration due to the failure to transfer Alberta’s 
natural resources to Alberta. The Liberals survived in office by the slim 
margin of five votes. Within a fortnight, however, the government had 
gone down to defeat over a scandal in the Customs Department, and the 
Conservatives under Arthur Meighen took power after Governor General 
Lord Byng refused Mackenzie King a dissolution. When Meighen’s gov-
ernment was, in turn, defeated, Parliament was dissolved on July 2, 1926, 
and a general election campaign got under way.12

The change of government seemed to offer a golden opportunity to 
Calgary Power to secure the right to develop the Spray Lakes, for the 
new minister of the interior was none other than R. B. Bennett, a former 
president of the company. Killam immediately got in touch with Premier 



WILDERNESS AND WATERPOWER106

Brownlee to ask him to meet with Bennett in Alberta to see if they could 
come to some agreement to permit the project to go ahead at once. “So far 
as the Calgary Power Company is concerned,” wired Killam to Edmonton, 
“I feel that any agreement or arrangements to meet the views of your gov-
ernment, which you and Bennett consider fair and reasonable to all con-
cerned, would be acceptable to [the] power company.”13

Owing to the press of the election, or perhaps from fear that any deal 
with the Calgary Power Company would be denounced far and wide as a 
conflict of interest, Bennett never found the time to take up the issue of the 
Spray Lakes. Unfortunately for the company, the Conservative campaign 
did not go well, and on September 14, 1926, the Liberals were returned 
to power with a clear majority. By the end of the month, Charles Stewart 
was back in office as minister of the interior. This time, however, with a 
majority in the House, the impetus for a speedy settlement with Alberta 
on the Spray Lakes faded.

Nevertheless, concern about a looming power shortage in southern 
Alberta meant that the issue would not go away. Late in the fall of 1926, a 
group of Calgary businessmen and politicians met with Premier Brownlee 
and pressed him to resume negotiations with the federal government. The 
premier tried to shift the blame for delay onto Ottawa, citing the refusal to 
award the licence to Alberta . The Calgarians were unsympathetic: either 
the province should undertake development itself immediately, they told 
Brownlee, or it should stand aside and let Calgary Power go ahead with 
its plans, leaving it to the Public Utilities Commission to regulate rates.14

This pressure was sufficient to persuade Brownlee to reopen nego-
tiations with Ottawa. He wrote to Stewart suggesting that a conference 
of all interested parties be held in Calgary as soon as possible. Getting 
wind of this idea, the Canadian National Parks Association rushed into 
print a circular headed, “Important! Attention! A Projected Raid on the 
National Parks of Canada,” and urged all members to write to Stewart 
and protest any revival of the Spray Lakes scheme. Letters began to flood 
in at once. The Canadian National Parks Association demanded that 
it be represented at any conference, but on no account, said W. J. Selby 
Walker, should the meeting be held in Calgary, where the press was full of 
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“insidious propaganda” for the power company and ignored the millions 
of feet of natural gas fuel being wasted annually. He claimed that support 
for the Spray Lakes scheme was being aroused among local businessmen by 
phony comparisons with the level of industrial development in Winnipeg 
and Vancouver, which supposedly depended upon cheap hydroelectricity. 
Walker appealed to Stewart to defend the national park system against 
provincial efforts to dismantle it for commercial purposes.15

Interior department officials were equally unenthusiastic about any 
meeting in western Canada, which they believed would only embarrass 
their minister in front of his fellow Albertans by forcing him to take a 
public stand on the issue. Stewart evidently agreed with this advice, for he 
quickly telegraphed Brownlee to say that he had no plans to visit Calgary 
even after the parliamentary session ended. Still, the pressure of public 
opinion in Alberta was so strong that it soon became clear that some sort 
of meeting would have to be convened early in the New Year to provide at 
least the illusion of activity.16

Officials of the Parks Branch did their best to stiffen their minis-
ter’s resolve to resist the demands to develop the Spray Lakes. Parks 
Commissioner Harkin repeated his arguments that during the brief 
periods in winter when hydroelectric supplies fell short of demand, the 
city’s power needs could be efficiently supplemented by the 14,000 hp civic 
steam plant. Thermal generating capacity could easily be expanded, using 
coal or natural gas presently being flared off in Turner Valley, sufficient to 
produce 30,000 hp annually. Spending about $4 million to produce 20,000 
hp using water from the Spray Lakes would be a much more expensive 
means of meeting the shortfall of about 7,500 hp.17 In addition, Harkin 
noted that federal waterpower regulations provided that Ottawa should 
fix power rates so as to provide a fair return on investment. “If eventually 
the scheme proved a failure, as I believe it would … then the Department 
would undoubtedly find itself facing demands for compensation from 
investors.”18

On January 11, 1927, Premier Brownlee travelled to Ottawa to meet 
with Stewart and his deputy minister, W. W. Cory, accompanied by an 
Alberta MP and two members of the provincial legislature, one a former 
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mayor of Calgary. The Calgary Power Company was represented by its 
president, I. W. Killam, and managing director, G. A. Gaherty. Familiar 
ground was trod over yet again, with former Calgary mayor George 
Webster expatiating upon the city’s need for additional power. Although 
Brownlee’s officials had recently advised him that the interior department 
had no authority to grant a licence to anyone other than an actual power 
developer,19 the premier refused to commit his government to undertaking 
the work but continued to demand that Ottawa delegate this authority to 
the province. Company officials declared themselves ready to start work at 
the Spray Lakes as soon as the necessary licence was issued and to accept 
rate regulation by the Alberta Public Utilities Commission.

Charles Stewart’s contribution must have dismayed the Parks Branch 
officials. Having heard the others out, the minister declared that he had no 
objection to the development of reservoirs inside parks and at the Spray 
Lakes in particular. In an effort to stem criticism from conservationists, 
Stewart reminded them that he had already announced his intention to 

Charles Stewart, Minister of the Interior (LAC, PA 041394).
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amend the National Parks Act to require a private member’s bill to ap-
prove the removal of any lands from the park system for commercial de-
velopment. He declared that he would bring in such amendments at the 
next session of Parliament and pass them before granting permission for 
any development in Rocky Mountains National Park.20

Stewart’s commitment marked an important stage in the debate over 
the future of the Spray Lakes. If they were to be developed as storage reser-
voirs for a hydroelectric project, they would first have to be removed from 
Rocky Mountains National Park by an act of Parliament. Both sides in 
the debate continued cranking out propaganda as they awaited passage of 
Stewart’s promised legislation. The National Council of Women expressed 
the view that permitting development of the Spray Lakes

… would constitute a violation of the primary purpose for which 
National Parks were created, namely the complete conservation of 
a few places of outstanding scenic beauty for the use and enjoyment 
of the people of Canada for all time.… [T]he invasion of such areas 
by private interests for industrial purposes will involve the virtual 
destruction of their original character, with an immense loss to 
Canada from the economic, scientific and aesthetic points of view. 
And that one such application granted will constitute a precedent 
which will open the way to further invasions of a similar kind.

The Canadian National Parks Association produced another circular on 
the Spray Lakes, urging members to lobby their MPs to oppose any devel-
opment if the matter was raised in Parliament.21

A new organization called the Alberta Power Research Association 
now entered into the debate. Composed of Calgary businessmen and 
professionals, it issued a series of printed bulletins strongly critical of the 
Calgary Power Company and its expensive and unsatisfactory hydro-
electric developments on the Bow River. The association argued for the 
construction of new thermal stations using either coal or natural gas to 
meet future needs.22 Charles Stewart particularly welcomed this interven-
tion from his home province, which helped to deflect provincial criticism 
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that he was blocking action by the Alberta government: “I am thoroughly 
disgusted with their endeavour always to lay the blame on the doorstep 
of the federal authorities,” he wrote to the chairman of the Alberta Power 
Research Association. He promised that he would press ahead with his 
proposed legislation, which would “at any rate settle the policy with re-
spect to commercial interests within the National Parks.”23

Proponents of the development were equally active. When Parliament 
reconvened in early 1927, H. B. Adshead, MP for Calgary East, introduced 
a motion to approve the Spray Lakes development. Adshead argued that 
with a 1,300-foot working head, a plant there could produce 40,000 con-
tinuous hp of electricity annually, while at the same time enhancing the 
flow of the lower Bow so as to permit the existing plants to turn out an 
additional 60,000 hp. Such a large block of cheap power, equal to 200,000 
hp annually for commercial purposes, would not only permit rapid in-
dustrial development but also make a transmission line to Edmonton 
commercially feasible as the first step toward a province-wide grid. As its 
contribution to this debate, Calgary city council issued a brief pamphlet 
entitled Spray Lakes, the Need and ... the Answer, designed to convince 
members of Parliament by reiterating the familiar arguments.24

The tabling of this motion reignited heated debate inside the inter-
ior department between the Water Power Branch and the Parks Branch. 
Proponents of the development, such as J. T. Johnston, repeated the claim 
that storing water at the Spray Lakes was no different from creating a park 
around a city reservoir. Parks officials repeated all the familiar conserva-
tionist criticisms: the empty reservoir would be surrounded by unsightly 
mudflats all summer long, the fish spawn would be destroyed, and the 
project would set a terrible precedent.25

Commissioner Harkin again worked himself into a high dudgeon 
toward those bureaucrats who disagreed with him. He complained that 
Johnston viewed the problem purely from the parochial point of view of 
developing the maximum amount of power rather than regarding the real 
interest of Calgarians and other Albertans in park preservation. He grum-
bled that a memorandum by Johnston was
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… really an academic discussion of the subject. Now academic 
treatises are interesting but out of place in a situation like the 
present one.… I hold that when a proposition like the Spray is 
approved by a Government Branch, that Branch should first show 
that there is a need to be served by the scheme, and then that the 
particular scheme meets that need better than any other.

Only Calgary among the municipalities of Alberta was keen on the scheme, 
and the power shortage there could easily be met by thermal power. “I am 
at a loss to understand,” Harkin fumed, “why the Water Power Branch 
recommends the invasion of a National Park under such circumstances.” 
Harkin seems to have composed such memoranda mainly for psychic 
satisfaction rather than to influence policy since they are marked “Not 
Sent.” Meanwhile, he relied upon the conservationist lobby to remind the 
higher-ups of the political dangers posed by the Spray development.26

Premier Brownlee wrote to the minister of the interior to complain 
that his recently introduced bill requiring an act of Parliament to alienate 
natural resources inside national parks was unfair to Alberta, represent-
atives of which had been discussing the development of the Spray Lakes 
and the coal reserves inside Rocky Mountains National Park with Ottawa 
for some time past. Under the abortive agreement of January 1926 be-
tween the province and the federal government, he pointed out, control 
of national parks was to continue to rest with Ottawa, but all mineral re-
sources even inside parklands were to pass into Edmonton’s jurisdiction 
although the federal government would still have the right to regulate 
their development.

However, Brownlee seems to have realized that the best way for Alberta 
to gain control of the Spray Lakes development was to accept Stewart’s idea 
of redrawing the park boundaries in order to permit commercial develop-
ment. In view of the amount of parkland in Alberta, Brownlee argued that 
a resurvey of boundaries was the best way to solve such problems. The idea 
appealed to both men, and surveyor R. W. Cautley was quietly handed the 
task of reviewing the boundaries of Rocky Mountains National Park to 
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delineate the commercially valuable resources that might be cut out from 
it.27

By the spring of 1927, the Parks Branch and its allies in the conserv-
ation lobby, which had come into existence in the first place to fight for 
the preservation of the Spray Lakes, seemed to have lost their lengthy 
battle. Although this was not made public, Charles Stewart had made 
up his mind by the spring of 1927 to try and deflect the criticisms of the 
conservationists by removing the area from the park system before his 
bill requiring a parliamentary vote on such boundary alterations became 
law. That would leave it to the provincial government to decide on wheth-
er this development was required to meet the power needs of Calgary.28 
When the activists recognized their defeat in the struggle to preserve the 
Spray Lakes as wilderness, some of the long-standing members of the 
Canadian National Parks Association became resigned to the redrawing 
of the park boundaries. W. J. Selby Walker, the executive secretary of the 
association, advised Charles Stewart in the fall of 1927 that I. W. Killam of 
Calgary Power had been in Alberta predicting an early settlement of the 
question. “This Spray Lakes delay,” Walker declared, “has been the first 
check the group of eastern financiers have had in a most successful career 
of manipulating everything and everybody for their own financial gain.” 
Walker sought a promise that Stewart would drive a hard bargain so that 
any resources would only be turned over to the provincial government in 
exchange for a guarantee of complete control by Ottawa over all territory 
left in the park system. Stewart took note of Walker’s “suggestion that the 
sacrifice of the Spray Lakes may be necessary to ensure the sanctity of the 
balance of the Parks,” but fended him off by urging him to await surveyor 
Cautley’s formal report.29

Once this was received, Premier Brownlee travelled to Ottawa for 
further discussions in January 1928. The prospects for a quick settlement 
appeared promising, but a difference of opinion soon developed. Stewart 
offered to redraw the boundaries of Rocky Mountains National Park so as 
to exclude the Spray Lakes,30 but only on the condition, as the Canadian 
National Parks Association wished, that the province renounce all future 
claims to any minerals or other natural resources left inside the park 
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system. In addition, he insisted that Alberta formally agree that the water 
in the Spray reservoir should be diverted directly into the Bow valley 
through a tunnel rather than being allowed to flow down the Spray River, 
which joined the Bow right at the Banff Springs Hotel, because of possible 
damage to the beauty of that area.

Brownlee protested that the first of these conditions was a departure 
from the terms of the 1926 agreement, by which all mineral reserves were 
to have become provincial property. What, he asked, if at some future date 
metals were found on land inside a park, metals so precious that Ottawa 
decided to permit their exploitation? Was it fair that Alberta should derive 
no economic benefit from such a development? As to the second point, the 
premier contended that the condition was unnecessary since the shortage 
of power in Calgary was so acute that a tunnel to link the Spray reser-
voir with the Bow River would have to be constructed immediately. But 
Stewart refused to redraw the boundaries without a formal commitment 
from the provincial government on these issues.31

With the power shortage in Calgary growing more acute, Brownlee 
once again renewed Alberta’s application to dam the Spray Lakes, even 
travelling to Ottawa again to see Charles Stewart in mid-April 1928. The 
premier refused, however, to commit his government to an immediate 
start on the reservoir project. In June, Stewart told the House of Commons 
that if a reservoir was not going to be built, he wanted the Spray Lakes 
to be retained inside the national park system.32 Once more, however, 
political considerations forced the minister to be more accommodating 
to Alberta’s demands. Preparing for the next general election, Mackenzie 
King turned his hand to strengthening the feeble Liberal party in the three 
Prairie Provinces. He hoped, of course, to capture the farmers’ movements 
that had originally undermined Liberal dominance in the region, and he 
seemed to be succeeding in Manitoba. In the fall of 1928, King travelled to 
western Canada to meet with each of the provincial premiers.

Charles Stewart, the Alberta minister in the federal cabinet, had 
always preferred to fight the United Farmers of Alberta, but the Liberal 
party remained weak and divided. By 1928, King was hoping to persuade 
John Brownlee to join his cabinet in place of Stewart as part of his strategy 
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to revive western Liberalism, so the prime minister was quite ready to 
make a generous settlement on the return of natural resources to prov-
incial control in order to woo Brownlee. King now offered to return the 
resources but to continue the subsidies in lieu of them in perpetuity and 
to increase those grants as the population increased. Brownlee readily 
agreed to these terms although he hesitated at accepting King’s offer to en-
ter the federal government. A formal conference of the western leaders in 
December 1928 approved this agreement, and the return of the resources 
was formally announced in the spring of 1929.33

That settlement, however, still left the question of authorizing the use 
of the Spray Lakes as a storage reservoir in federal hands so long as they 
lay inside a national park. R. B. Bennett raised the matter once more in the 
House of Commons in the spring of 1929, complaining that the refusal of 
the Parks Branch to license the project was “a ridiculous position taken 
in relation to a dam away up in the mountains in connection with the 
Spray Lakes. The minister himself felt the position was little short of ri-
diculous.” The signing of the resource agreement with Alberta meant that 
now development on lands outside the park system would be a provin-
cial responsibility. Evidently tiring of the criticisms of his policy, Charles 
Stewart reversed the position he had taken a year earlier that the Spray 
Lakes would remain as part of the national park unless the dam were ac-
tually to be built. The interior minister now told Parliament that the Spray 
Lakes would definitely be placed outside the park system when the bound-
aries were redrawn.34 Stewart had obviously concluded that the only way 
to dampen the controversy was to remove the lands that might ultimately 
be required for hydraulic storage out of the park system once and for all 
“in order to protect the parks from private exploitation in future.”

The interior department went to work drafting a new National Parks 
Act. As far back as 1922,  Harkin had campaigned for new, comprehensive 
legislation. In 1923, he actually succeeded in having a bill introduced for 
first reading in the House of Commons, but its strict prohibitions against 
development aroused the ire and opposition of the bureaucrats in other 
branches within the Department of the Interior who had not, apparently, 
been consulted. The government did not proceed with further readings. 
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Minister Stewart, having been burned once, refused to reintroduce the 
legislation, especially with the contentious Spray Lakes issue still un-
resolved. Interestingly enough, Harkin had early on privately concluded 
that in order to maintain what he called the “inviolability” of the parks 
against commercial development, he would have to concede that the parks 
would have to be smaller with potentially developable areas removed.35 
When the National Parks Act was finally presented in Parliament in 
1930, it cut out of Rocky Mountains National Park 630 square miles in 
the Spray watershed, along with 77 square miles at the headwaters of the 
Ghost River, 291 square miles at the head of the Red Deer, and 377 square 
miles on the Clearwater. The granting of commercial development rights 
for any other land within a national park would, as Stewart had pledged, 
require the passage of a private member’s bill. Harkin had won the bat-
tle for “sanctity” but, as he had expected, at the cost of major territorial 
reductions. While regretful at losing the battle for the Spray Lakes, the 
Canadian National Parks Association supported this proposal, calculat-
ing that conservationists would be able to exercise greater influence on 
parliamentarians in this situation. The new National Parks Act was finally 
passed in May 1930, dividing Rocky Mountains National Park into four 
new units – Banff, Jasper, Yoho, and Glacier – and removing from the park 
system commercially valuable natural resources.36

The conservation movement that had been called into existence by 
the threat to the Spray Lakes in the early 1920s thus proved unable to 
ensure their preservation as wilderness. The argument that hydroelectric 
development should not take place within national parks, a point of view 
that seemed to gain wide public acceptance, when forced through the 
sausage machine of federal politics in the late 1920s, led to the remarkable 
conclusion that such places should not be within national parks in the first 
place. After lengthy negotiations between the Province of Alberta and the 
federal government, it was finally agreed that these lands should be re-
moved from what had become Banff National Park because of their poten-
tial commercial value as a hydroelectric storage reservoir. The Canadian 
National Parks Association and its allies such as the Alpine Club of Canada 
could draw some comfort from the fact that in future no further lands 
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would be withdrawn from the parks in this way without parliamentary 
approval. Nonetheless, the argument that these lakes were more valuable 
as part of a campaign to “sell scenery” to tourists did not prove persuasive 
enough in the face of the insistence of the provincial government, the City 
of Calgary, and the Calgary Power Company that a reservoir was essential 
to meet the power needs of southern Alberta.

Had the political situation been different, Charles Stewart and his of-
ficials in the Parks Branch of the Department of the Interior might have 
been able to block the boundary change, but with the Liberal Party in need 
of support from Alberta, Mackenzie King regarded the resource question 
as no more than a useful bargaining counter. By 1930, the decision to de-
velop the Spray Lakes as a storage reservoir finally seemed to have been 
made once and for all.
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Minnewanka Redux

History takes unexpected turns. It never seems to proceed in linear fash-
ion. With the transfer of natural resources to the Province of Alberta and 
the carving of the Spray Lakes out of Banff National Park in 1930, one 
might reasonably expect that having been long postponed, the much-
needed hydroelectric project would immediately go forward. Not so. The 
fateful date hints at only part of the story.

While Albertans had waited during most of the 1920s for politicians 
in Ottawa to make up their minds about the Spray Lakes, Ottawa had 
waited for the political leaders of Alberta to decide whether or not the 
province would go into the electricity business. The decision to develop 
the waterpower of the Spray Lakes now lay entirely in the hands of the 
Alberta government. Would it finally seize this opportunity to create its 
own public utility to serve the entire province? Or would the task be left to 
the Calgary Power Company?

Ironically, however, by the time the battle to open up the Spray Lakes to 
hydroelectric utilization had been won, the Calgary Power Company had 
lost interest in the undertaking. Even before the new National Parks Act 
had become law, the company had revived a familiar theme: the need to 
raise the dam at Lake Minnewanka higher so as to store more water. That 
proposal, of course, was even more of an anathema to the Parks Branch 
and their allies in the wilderness preservation movement than the plans 
for the Spray Lakes because it involved extensive construction within the 
now “sacrosanct” park itself. The election of a Conservative government, 
headed by R. B. Bennett, in 1930 led many to anticipate that the company’s 

CHAPTER  7
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request would be speedily granted, and Calgary Power certainly lobbied 
strenuously. Old combatants regirded for a fight, but once again, fickle fate 
intervened.

From 1922 on, politicians, bureaucrats, and private interests alike had 
assumed that if the generating capacity of the hydroelectric plants on the 
Bow River were to be expanded, the best means would be to dam the Spray 
Lakes. The first doubts were cast upon that assumption during discus-
sions in Ottawa about the removal of the lakes from the national park. 
A question arose as to how much water would continue to flow down the 
Spray River and into the Bow just outside the Banff townsite once the dam 
had been erected at the outflow of the Spray Lakes. This was an import-
ant question, because the Spray ran through the golf course that the CPR 
had constructed just below the Banff Springs Hotel. As one CPR official 
later wrote to the minister of the interior, “The company has spent many 
millions of dollars in our hotel, and your department has gone to great 
lengths to retain the natural beauty features in the district.”1 Neither the 
hotelmen nor the Parks Branch bureaucrats would countenance the flow 
of the Spray being cut off altogether, leaving an almost dry riverbed for the 
tourists and golfers to look at.

At a meeting in Charles Stewart’s office in April 1928, the minister 
informed Calgary Power officials that if they were permitted to dam the 
Spray Lakes, they would have to release five hundred cubic feet of water 
per second (cfs) into the river to maintain a flow roughly equal to normal 
September levels.2 Managing director G. A. Gaherty replied that to release 
that amount of water was “utterly out of the question,” since it would use 
up so much water that it would render the storage capacity of the reservoir 
uneconomical for power purposes. Apparently Gaherty, who had origin-
ally devised the Spray Lakes plan, had simply assumed that the company 
would be permitted to cut off the Spray River altogether and pass all the 
water in its reservoir through a tunnel into the Bow valley far downstream 
at Canmore. His solicitor observed that if so much water had to be re-
leased, Calgary Power would have no interest in the development. To the 
annoyance of Parks Commissioner J. B. Harkin, one of the engineers from 
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the Water Power Branch concurred, arguing “that the project could not 
afford to have any water released from storage for scenic purposes.”3 

Wrangling continued over this issue for some weeks. The mayor of 
Calgary, donning the mantle of hydrographic engineer, gave his opinion 
that between 150 and 200 cfs flowing down the Spray River in the summer 
would be quite sufficient to preserve its natural beauty. The Parks Branch 
pointed out that a flow of 500 cfs would require just 6.7 per cent of all the 
water to be stored in the proposed Spray Lakes reservoir. If the project was 
being planned with such a slender margin of error, then it ought not to be 
approved. The minister was evidently prepared to accept a flow as low as 
350 cfs in the Spray River, but the company would agree to release no more 
than 200 cfs.4 

Negotiations between the province and the federal government over 
the removal of the Spray Lakes from Rocky Mountains National Park con-
tinued during the next two years until Stewart’s bill was finally passed in 
the spring of 1930. Ironically, however, Calgary Power seems to have been 
sincere in its refusal to even consider damming the Spray Lakes if it was 
required to release as much as 500 cfs over the dam. The knowledge that 
the CPR was on the side of the Parks Branch in this battle must have had 
its effects, too. The railway company was a much tougher and more potent 
antagonist that the mountain climbers and bird watchers in the Canadian 
National Parks Association.

Moreover, Calgary Power had an alternative plan to meet its im-
mediate future requirements. Outside the eastern boundary of Rocky 
Mountains National Park, the Ghost River flowed into the Bow River 
from the northwest near Radnor, Alberta, just downstream from the 
company’s existing plant at Horseshoe Falls. Calgary Power had acquired 
rights to this Radnor site at its founding in the deal with Alberta Portland 
Cement. Now, some twenty years later, company engineers calculated that 
a development at Ghost Falls could turn out 36,000 hp annually with the 
possibility of expansion to 54,000 hp if required.

A new source of power was urgently needed by Calgary Power since 
the contract with the city was due to expire in the spring of 1928 and 
demand for electricity was rising rapidly. Premier Brownlee was prepared 
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Postcard image of the Spray River running through the Banff golf course.

to give his support to the Ghost development. At that very meeting in 
Charles Stewart’s office in April 1928 where the Spray project was dis-
cussed, Gaherty asked for the necessary federal licences to develop the 
Ghost site. Stewart quickly agreed, and within a few weeks, the city and 
the company had reached an agreement extending to 1940: the company 
would proceed with the new hydroelectric project and the municipal 
steam plant would be leased to the company for $75,000 per year to meet 
winter peak loads.5 

The extension of its contract with the city greatly strengthened the 
financial position of Calgary Power and ensured that it would be able to 
raise the money required to construct its new plant. The board of directors 
had voted for the first regular dividend ever paid by the company in the 
last quarter of 1927, and thereafter, the shareholders received a regular 5 
per cent per annum. In the fall of 1928, the holders of the twenty thousand 
shares of common stock were also given the right to subscribe at $100 each 
for five thousand shares from the treasury in the ratio of one new share 
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Ghost River Dam nearing completion (Glenbow Archives, NA-4477-12).

for every four held. In order to raise the $7 million required to build the 
Ghost plant, the shareholders approved the issue of fifty thousand new 
$100 preference shares and twenty thousand additional common shares. 
G.  A. Gaherty now replaced I.  W. Killam as president of the company, 
although Killam’s Royal Securities Corporation remained in firm control 
through the ownership of most of the common shares.6 

Even though the Calgary Power Company had lost interest in the 
Spray project for the time being, Stewart remained under pressure from 
Albertans to act. In the summer of 1928, the mayor of Calgary complained 
to him that the Ghost plant would only be sufficient to meet projected 
needs for about five more years, after which more cheap hydroelectricity 
would be needed to promote industrial development. The Calgary Board 
of Trade echoed these sentiments:

Unless arrangements are made for the development of electrical 
energy sufficient to take care of the future needs of this city and 

http://ww2.glenbow.org/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx?XC=/search/archivesPhotosResults.aspx&TN=IMAGEBAN&AC=QBE_QUERY&RF=WebResults&DF=WebResultsDetails&DL=0&RL=0&NP=255&MR=10&QB0=AND&QF0=File%20number&QI0=NA-4477-12
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province, we shall be badly handicapped and our progress and 
prosperity severely retarded.

We deeply resent the propaganda which is seeking to make it 
appear that the use of the Spray Lakes will destroy the beauty or 
use of the park as a playground or tourist centre when as a matter 
of fact it would improve it.7 

By the summer of 1928, Premier John Brownlee was equally eager that 
the interior department should grant the development rights at the Spray 
Lakes to his government immediately, even before a new National Parks 
Act was passed. The reason for Brownlee’s impatience lay in a shift in 
Alberta politics. Prior to 1928, the issue of hydroelectric development had 
been an issue of little concern except in Calgary. Edmonton was already 
served by its own city-owned thermal station, and the effort in 1925 to 
interest other municipalities in financing a provincial grid based on Bow 
valley power had elicited no enthusiasm. Now, however, the issue of ru-
ral electrification was taken up by the grassroots members of the United 
Farmers of Alberta (UFA), and the Brownlee government was suddenly 
forced to pay attention to the idea. In January 1928, the UFA convention 
passed a resolution favouring the immediate development of the Spray 
Lakes under joint federal-provincial control.8 Articles and editorials on 
the benefits of electrification began to appear regularly in The U.F.A., 
calling for the establishment of a provincial electrical utility modelled 
on Ontario Hydro. For instance, the pseudonymous Lee Vincent warned 
against handing over precious resources to private companies:

We have seen our farm cooperatives wrest control of our marketing 
system from the domination of powerful and strongly entrenched 
private interests. We have secured ourselves against the inroads 
of a telephone monopoly; why should we rest on our oars and let 
power trusts lead us into voluntary captivity? In a dozen years 
electricity will be a dominating factor in the life of our Province. 
If we wait until then to assert our rights it will probably be too late 
or too expensive to accomplish what may readily be done now.9 
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The Brownlee government could not afford to ignore this shift in opinion 
among its rural constituents. R. P. Baxter, the deputy minister in charge 
of Alberta Government Telephones, was consulted about the cost of set-
ting up a provincial electrical utility. The costs would be substantial, he 
reported: about $5 million would be needed to buy out Calgary Power and 
another $4.5 million to build the storage works at the Spray Lakes needed 
to provide enough capacity to serve a provincial grid. “It appears from the 
information that we have now that the Government could not sell power 
any cheaper than the present rates, at least, for the first six or seven years.” 
Despite this, Baxter pointed out the virtues of nationalization:

We are interested because of the fact that the power business in 
this province links up very closely with the telephone business. We 
have an organization over the province built up and now giving 
telephone service; much of this organization could be used in the 
power business. The same commercial office in every exchange 
could serve for the two lines of business. Our construction 
organization could easily be extended to take in all of the work 
in connection with power lines throughout the country. Our 
accounting organization could very easily be made to take care of 
the accounting work.

What was needed at once was further investigation: “If you wait for ten 
years, regardless of the contract that you make with the power company, 
there is [sic] going to be all kinds of complications as well as duplication.” 

Baxter was soon sent east to carry out a discreet investigation of public 
electrical systems in Manitoba and Ontario.10 On his return, he reported 
that he had met with I. W. Killam and G. A. Gaherty to sound them out 
about the possibility of a takeover of Calgary Power as a first step. Killam 
insisted that the company had no wish to sell out, having recently been of-
fered $300 per share, although he claimed that the difficulties in securing 
adequate water storage from the federal government had so far made it 
impossible to earn a fair return on its investment. In light of this, Killam 
argued that Calgary Power had “a strong moral claim to the support and 
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sympathy of the province in carrying on the undertaking throughout the 
whole province.” Nevertheless, he promised that if the provincial govern-
ment was determined to nationalize the company, the board would be 
prepared to sell at a price to be fixed by arbitration, though he made clear 
his strong opposition to public ownership.11 

Despite the predictable coolness on the part of the private company,12 
the UFA government became increasingly attracted to the idea of a prov-
incial electrical utility. In the summer of 1929, Brownlee approached the 
chair of the Ontario Hydro-Electric Power Commission to ask for assist-
ance.13 Eventually, A. G. Christie, a Canadian professor of engineering at 
the Johns Hopkins University, was commissioned by the Alberta govern-
ment to study the situation. Christie’s report, delivered a few months later, 
carefully set forth the pros and cons of private versus public enterprise. 
Christie estimated that the cost of acquiring the two private utilities 
(Calgary Power and Midwest Utilities, which had recently established 
itself in the southeastern part of the province) plus the civic steam plant 
in Edmonton would total about $18 million and that another $7 million 
would be required to construct new transmission lines to connect them. 
He admitted that “there can be no hope of immediate reductions in power 
costs through government control, and that the benefits of such a situation 
will only accrue after several years and when the system has been extended 
and enlarged.” Nevertheless, he predicted that if the two companies were 
not purchased, they would soon merge, and that their rates would likely 
rise in future. While leaving the choice up to the government, Christie 
clearly favoured nationalization.

Ontario consulting engineer H. G. Acres, who had been retained by 
the City of Calgary, heartily endorsed Christie’s conclusions and advised 
one of Brownlee’s ministers that

… it was simply a question of whether or not we had a vision 
of growth and development in the province or not. If we were 
convinced that development was going to take place, and from 
everything he could see that growth was going to take place, then 
in his opinion there would be no question that we should take 
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hold of it. He said apart from that one consideration, it was simply 
a matter of courage.14 

Certainly, the idea of a public power system was attractive to many within 
the UFA,15 but the fact remained that with its federal charter, Calgary 
Power was immune from expropriation by the Alberta government.16 The 
company would have to be bought out, and that meant paying a hefty pre-
mium to I. W. Killam. The provincial government hesitated, and once the 
depression struck, it rapidly lost interest in the idea of a provincial elec-
tricity distribution system.

Ironically, however, the economic crisis that began in 1929 increased 
rather than decreased the threat from hydroelectric development to the 
integrity of the national park system in Alberta. Calgary Power now had 
three hydroelectric stations on the Bow, all of them suffering from the 
same recurring problem: low winter streamflow and therefore reduced 
operating efficiency. Although the decision had been made to cut the Spray 
Lakes out of Banff National Park, Calgary Power, anticipating future load 
growth, now determined to overturn the decision made in 1922 to forbid 
the raising of the dam at Lake Minnewanka, since raising the dam would 
offer the chance to create a large block of power at a small capital cost: 
increased storage at Minnewanka would immediately return dividends 
three times over. Events soon played into the company’s hands. With 
unemployment rising in Calgary, a group of concerned citizens gathered 
in December 1929 to consider remedies, and Calgary Power’s general 
manager seized the opportunity to announce that the construction of a 
thirty-foot dam, sixteen hundred feet long, could provide four hundred 
jobs. Immediately, civic officials began to pressure the interior department 
to approve the project.17 

This infuriated Parks Branch officials, who had anticipated that the 
new National Parks Act, which would come into force in a few months, 
had finally put a stop to such commercial developments. Commissioner 
J. B. Harkin complained, “Under the circumstances it seems extraordin-
ary that the demand for Minnewanka should be so suddenly sprung. One 
cannot help feeling that the real purpose is to challenge the inviolability 
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of the National Parks.” The company’s aim, he wrote, was either to open 
the way for the use of Lake Louise or any other part of the national parks 
for hydraulic storage or to lock up all the power rights in the southern 
Rockies to exclude all competition and aid in the creation of “a huge power 
trust.” Killam and Gaherty were simply trying to use the unemployment 
situation in Calgary “to stampede the department into a sudden change 
of policy,” even though it was clear that four hundred men would not 
be required to clear the brush from the shoreline of Lake Minnewanka 
efficiently. “[S]omeone has conceived the idea that instead of having the 
Minnewanka case considered on its merits, a decision should be forced on 
emotional grounds based on unemployment,” Harkin concluded.18 

Initially, the minister of the interior accepted this point of view. 
Charles Stewart reminded Calgarians that the power company could start 
work on the Spray project as soon as they got permission from the prov-
incial government. But the Trades and Labour Council and the Central 
Council of Unemployed kept the pressure on the municipal politicians in 
an unusual alliance with the Board of Trade.19 All the familiar arguments 
for and against raising the level of Lake Minnewanka were trotted out once 
more. Commissioner Harkin spoke of the “ghastly damage” to the scenery 
created even by the existing dam, while the secretary of the Board of Trade 
pointed out that Loch Katrine in Scotland, “one of the most famous beauty 
spots in the world,” supplied Glasgow’s water, and the Swiss Alps were full 
of hydroelectric reservoirs.20 

Stewart remained unmoved: the redrawing of the park boundaries, 
which Parliament was about to approve, had settled the matter once and 
for all. He did, however, rein in the Parks Branch from publicly attacking 
the Minnewanka plan and creating public controversy. Behind the scenes, 
however, Harkin continued to fulminate against Calgary Power and its 
claim that it only sought more water from Lake Minnewanka to make its 
Bow River plants more efficient in winter. Nonsense, said the commission-
er. “I submit this stand is taken solely as a first step, and that the only real 
purpose in mind is the establishment of a commercial generating plant 
in the Park. In plain English, they are not being frank.” Harkin believed 
that the company was trying to get permission to raise the Minnewanka 
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dam before the new National Parks Act became law, since it would require 
parliamentary approval of any future development. Once the new legis-
lation came into force in May 1930, he felt relieved that there was “now no 
immediate danger” from the proposed scheme.21 

His confidence was shaken within a couple of weeks, however, when, 
on the eve of a general election, Stewart announced that after consulta-
tions with local Liberals, he was now “prepared to recommend to the gov-
ernment that Lake Minnewanka be considered outside the boundaries of 
Banff National Park in order to permit development of this source of water 
power for storage purposes.” The Conservative victory in the election 
made Calgarian R. B. Bennett prime minister, which the mayor and the 
local Board of Trade hoped would ensure speedy passage of a bill to permit 
raising the dam at Lake Minnewanka as an unemployment relief scheme. 
The Canadian National Parks Association, meanwhile, did its utmost to 
mobilize its members to resist “this contemplated grab of part of a park 
area which belongs equally to all Canadians.”22 

The Conservative election victory threw matters into flux. Within the 
Interior Department, the bureaucrats struggled to gain the confidence of 
their new Conservative masters and to demonstrate to the new interior 
minister, Thomas G. Murphy, how well organized the conservationist lob-
by was. Deputy Minister W. W. Cory suggested that the prime minister 
should make no commitments before carefully studying the issue. Sensing 
an opportunity unlikely to be repeated, Calgary Power also turned on the 
pressure to obtain parliamentary approval to use Lake Minnewanka as a 
power reservoir. The company now proposed to raise the dam by fifty-five 
feet and to increase the amount of water flowing into the lake by diverting 
the headwaters of the Ghost River into it. This water would be taken by a 
canal to the Bow River at Anthracite where 25,000 hp would be generat-
ed with a 310-foot head. The same flow could then be utilized at each of 
the other Calgary Power plants lower down on the Bow. The company 
even suggested that the federal government start the work itself as an 
unemployment relief project and turn it over to the company once the 
necessary enabling legislation had been passed.23 
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Parks Commissioner Harkin sensed that the change of government 
had placed him in a weaker position. The prime minister was a former 
president of the power company and was known to be sympathetic to its 
plans. J. T. Johnston of the Water Power Branch of the Department of the 
Interior remained a strong proponent of the use of Lake Minnewanka as a 
reservoir; it was Johnston, in fact, who had conceived the scheme of divert-
ing the Ghost River into the lake. Local organizations in Calgary – and, 
surprisingly, even in Banff – expressed embarrassingly strong support for 
the project. A plebiscite held in Banff, for example, indicated that local 
residents favoured not a thirty-foot but a fifty- to sixty-foot increase!24 
Harkin, therefore, consented to exploratory work being commenced. The 
only comfort he could draw was that the headwaters of the Ghost River 
had also been removed from the national park by the 1930 act, so even if 
the federal government approved the plan, Alberta’s consent would also be 
required before any actual work could commence.25 

Despite the worsening economic depression, the Calgary Power 
Company kept the pressure on the government. Gaherty personally lob-
bied the new minister, T. G. Murphy, by calling him and submitting a 
report from T. H. Hogg of Ontario Hydro endorsing the project. While 
Hogg admitted that Lake Minnewanka might not refill completely during 
years of low precipitation, he argued that careful clearing of the shorelines, 
as was done in Switzerland, would ensure that the scenic effects remained 
undamaged. Johnston, the director of the Water Power Branch, continued 
to support the idea of a new development supplied with water from Lake 
Minnewanka: “The Cascade project possesses power potentialities in 
relation to the company’s present power system which make it of out-
standing value as a source of power supply, quite out of proportion to its 
value taken simply and solely as an independent power project.” The idea 
that the provincial government should be given control of all potential 
hydroelectric sites as the basis for a public power system was pooh-poohed 
by Johnston because it would fragment control over the park system.26 
Minister Murphy quickly referred the company’s application to the prime 
minister, hoping for advice on how to deal with it. The matter had to be 
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handled carefully: any appearance of favouritism toward Calgary Power 
was certain to create an outcry against the government.

The Alberta legislature entered the fray by passing a Labour Party 
resolution on March 5, 1931, calling for the transfer of water power re-
sources within the Alberta national parks to the provincial government. 
Development would then depend upon the approval of both levels of 
government. This resolution created legal complications for the federal 
government since it pitted the terms of the Dominion Water Powers Act 
against those of the National Parks Act.27 

But as the Depression worsened and the demand for power stopped 
growing, the need to resolve this conflict was soon rendered academic. 
The economic crisis of the 1930s blocked further development of water-
power inside the national parks of Alberta more effectively than all the 
lobbying of the 1920s had done. Although the Spray Lakes had been cut 
out of the park so that development could proceed, the project was too 
big and too costly for Calgary Power to undertake in 1930 after having 
invested heavily in the Ghost/Radnor project. Instead, the company once 
more trained its guns on Lake Minnewanka and seemed on the verge of 
success. But a collapse in the demand for power and the crisis in the finan-
cial markets rendered any expansion of generating capacity uneconomical 
for the time being. Besides, with the Ghost hydroelectric plant coming 
on stream, Calgary Power, now experiencing surplus capacity, simply 
allowed its renewed application to control Lake Minnewanka to lapse. 
Lake Minnewanka and the parks lobby could rest for the remainder of 
the decade.
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CHAPTER  8

War Measures

The economic crisis of the 1930s effectively ended debate over the ex-
pansion of the hydroelectric generating capacity of the Calgary Power 
Company. The idea of erecting a new dam at Lake Minnewanka, even as 
an unemployment relief project, evaporated once it became clear that there 
was no market for the power. Throughout the 1930s, Calgary Power had 
excess capacity; it produced more than enough electricity from its three 
Bow River plants to meet the needs of Calgary at the city’s much reduced 
rate of growth for the foreseeable future.

In 1940, however, the situation changed dramatically as the Canadian 
economy geared up for war. That summer, the company renewed its appli-
cation to raise the dam at Lake Minnewanka, claiming that this was the 
cheapest and speediest means of producing additional power needed for 
the war effort. Although the bureaucrats responsible for the national park 
system fought against this proposal, they waged an uphill struggle. The 
urgent needs of war subdued the public pressure from wilderness preser-
vationists, which had helped to protect Lake Minnewanka in the 1920s. 
Moreover, the power company had acquired a potent ally within the fed-
eral government in the minister of munitions and supply, C. D. Howe. He 
and his advisors were convinced that in this emergency, Calgary Power 
should be granted permission for development inside Banff National Park. 
In the end, those officials who opposed the plan could do little more than 
try to compel the company to design and landscape its new construction 
so as to make it as unobtrusive as possible.
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Despite the economic collapse of the 1930s, it was clear that the issue 
of power development in the national parks would arise once again when 
recovery was well underway. In early 1939, G. A. Gaherty of Calgary Power, 
in communication with the Engineering Institute of Canada, predicted 
that the issue of reservoirs inside the park would recur and expressed his 
hope that this time the debate would be conducted on different terms: 
“The situation will be further complicated if the National Park officials 
continue their uncompromising opposition on sentimental grounds to 
any further storage development within the parks.… It is to be hoped that 
by the time this question becomes acute machinery will have been set up 
to deal with it on broad national lines.”1 But the matter did not actually 
come to a head until the summer of 1940, when Canada and Great Britain 
faced the most acute crisis of the war against Germany.

In late August, the Department of Munitions asked Calgary Power to 
supply up to 26,000 hp of electricity per year to a new plant established in 
Calgary. The Alberta Nitrogen Company needed this additional power to 
produce anhydrous ammonia from natural gas for the munitions indus-
try.2 The power company seized the opportunity to immediately revive its 
long-standing request for permission to build a sixty-foot dam at the outlet 
of Lake Minnewanka, inside Banff National Park, to store the additional 
water required to produce this electricity. The long-suspended debate over 
waterpower development within national parks swiftly resumed.

During the 1930s, the bureaucracy responsible for administering 
the park system had undergone changes. In 1936, the Department of 
the Interior had been abolished and replaced by the Ministry of Mines 
and Resources.3 R. A. Gibson was now director of the Lands, Parks, and 
Forests Branch in place of Parks Commissioner J. B. Harkin, while J. M. 
Wardle held the post once occupied by J. T. Johnston as head of the Surveys 
and Engineering Branch, under which fell the Water Power Bureau. Both 
Gibson and Wardle, of course, were long-serving departmental veterans 
who had been through all the battles of the 1920s over Lake Minnewanka 
and the Spray Lakes. W.  W. Cory had retired as deputy minister to be 
replaced by Charles Camsell; the minister of mines and resources since 
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the Liberals had returned to power in 1935 was Manitoban T. A. Crerar, 
who would hold the portfolio until 1945.

Gibson and Wardle were, therefore, thoroughly familiar with the 
background of this issue when it surfaced again, but it was clear from the 
outset that the wartime emergency had greatly altered the situation. The 
first approach to the Department of Mines and Resources in August 1940 
came not from company officials but from the power controller of C. D. 
Howe’s Department of Munitions and Supply, who had been appointed 
under the War Measures Act to allocate energy supplies among strategic-
ally important consumers. And the power controller was Montreal lawyer 
H. J. Symington, a dollar-a-year man who was also a member of the board 
of directors of Calgary Power. Obviously, the company now had friends 
in very high places, and the battle to preserve the scenery around Lake 
Minnewanka would be an uphill one.

Discussions between company and departmental officials, hastily con-
vened in September 1940, made it clear that Calgary Power had firmly set 
its sights upon obtaining approval to raise the dam at Lake Minnewanka 
by sixty feet, which would flood nineteen hundred additional acres around 
its shores. Not only could the 150,000 acre-feet of water from this reservoir 
be used at the three existing plants lower down on the Bow River, but 
the company intended to commence construction of a 23,000 hp plant at 
Cascade to utilize the three-hundred-foot drop from the canal out of Lake 
Minnewanka to the bed of the Bow. It was believed that this new project 
could be completed in as little as eight to twelve months, in time  to cover 
an anticipated shortfall in power supplies of 5,000 hp during the winter of 
1941–42, when the Alberta Nitrogen Company plant would reached full 
production. Asked by a departmental engineer

… whether or not the company were using the war as a lever 
to obtain increased pondage at Lake Minnewanka, the rights 
for which they were not able to obtain on previous application, 
Mr. Gaherty acknowledged that, in a sense they were using such 
leverage.4
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And it quickly became clear that Calgary Power proposed to exploit this 
leverage for all it was worth. The Parks Branch asked why the company did 
not develop the storage capacity of the Spray Lakes, which it had fought so 
hard to secure in the 1920s and which had lain outside the national parks 
since 1930. The company replied that it would require three years and 
many thousands of dollars to drill the two-mile tunnel to conduct the wa-
ter to the rim of the Bow valley above Canmore. Moreover, once the dam 
site at the head of the Spray River was unwatered, unanticipated problems 
might be encountered that would set the whole project back further.5

What about a development on the upper Kananaskis River, which 
flowed into the Bow further east near the company’s original power plant? 
That, officials of the Lands, Parks, and Forests Branch (hereafter Parks 
Branch) were told, would require the construction of up to twenty-five 
miles of access roads to reach the site and would take at least two years to 
bring into production.6

Well, then, what about a thermal station, asked the Parks Branch 
people? Natural gas supplies from Turner Valley were too uncertain to be 
depended upon, replied Gaherty. Then why not a coal-fired plant either 
near the mines at Drumheller or in Calgary itself? Construction could 
begin on the foundations at once, and power could be ready sooner than 
from any hydroelectric project. Perhaps in normal circumstances that was 
true, answered company officials, but in wartime, it would be difficult to 
secure the necessary steam equipment from British manufacturers, and 
they preferred not to buy in the United States.7 

Although Parks Branch staff remained as opposed as ever to the com-
pany’s plans, from the first, this opposition was mixed with an uneasy sense 
that the battle for Lake Minnewanka might already be lost. P. J. Jennings, 
the superintendent of Banff National Park, noted that the height of the pro-
posed dam meant that the natural shoreline of Lake Minnewanka would 
be completely drowned and the artificiality of the water levels plainly 
evident. In summer, large, unsightly mudflats would always be visible. “A 
great deal of public criticism will inevitably result, should the company be 
granted the right to increase the storage at this point,” the superintendent 
continued glumly, “and it is therefore as well to prepare to meet this type 
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of opposition and present arguments in rebuttal.” The national emergency 
could not, after all, be ignored, and there were examples in countries like 
Switzerland of joint recreational and commercial use of reservoirs.8

Another official, J.  H. Byrne, observed that asking to dam Lake 
Minnewanka rather than the Spray Lakes seemed particularly offensive 
in light of the alteration of the park boundary in 1930 despite the “strong 
opposition” of preservationist groups. That boundary revision represented 
“a great concession to those seeking the power rights in that area” but 
had appeared necessary in the “general public interest and in the opinion 
of recognized power authorities.” Now Calgary Power wanted to build a 
new plant and store more water at Lake Minnewanka, leaving the com-
pany, when the war ended, with “a gilt-edged bargain” in the form of its 
increased generating capacity. “Under ordinary circumstance and normal 
conditions the above drastic action could hardly be accepted by the Parks 
Bureau without vigorous protests and opposition,” wrote Byrne, adding 
pessimistically, “but as matters stand at present this might be futile and 
unavailing.”9

The Engineering Branch, while considering the project technically 
feasible, was initially sympathetic to the objections raised by their bureau-
cratic counterparts in Parks. Although the Spray Lakes project might 
take longer to build, the Minnewanka reservoir was unlikely to be filled 
in less than two years, and the most significant constraint on increased 
power production was likely to be the acquisition and installation of new 
generating equipment. Branch chief J. M. Wardle admitted that “once the 
Lake Minnewanka project is well under way the scenic value of that area 
is irretrievably lost.”10

Calgary Power’s proposal seemed to acquire almost irresistible mo-
mentum. When the acting deputy minister and his aides met with Gaherty 
and other company officials in early October, the latter were told that al-
ternative schemes would have to be considered and proven less satisfac-
tory. But almost at once, noted the director of the Parks Branch gloomily, 
discussion then turned to the practical requirements of dam construction 
at Lake Minnewanka such as housing for the workers and realignment of 
roads, as though the decision to go ahead was a foregone conclusion.11



WILDERNESS AND WATERPOWER138

Still, the bureaucrats did their best to compel Calgary Power to give 
serious consideration to a thermal power plant. Gaherty insisted that nei-
ther American nor British suppliers could supply the steam-generating 
equipment needed in the required time. Yet enquiries at the British High 
Commission in Ottawa revealed that the current delivery time guaranteed 
by British engineering firms was running around sixty-six weeks, and that 
this might be reduced for war orders. The company, however, was adamant 
that it could secure no promise of deliveries before the spring of 1942 and 
that, in any event, the submarine warfare in the North Atlantic made this 
too risky. American factories were working flat out to supply propulsion 
systems for the US Navy. Furthermore, while any foreign purchases would 
consume scarce foreign exchange reserves, hydroelectric turbines and 
generators were being manufactured in Canada and could be delivered by 
July 1941.12

Meanwhile, the Division of Fuels of the Department of Mines and 
Resources received the idea of a coal-fired plant enthusiastically. A 26,000 
hp station near an efficient mine would entail a capital cost of only $125 
per hp versus $200 per hp for hydroelectricity. Not only that, but the con-
sumption of 150,000 tons of coal per year would be an important boost to 
the depressed mining industry in western Canada. The deputy minister 
advised Gaherty that he should seriously consider this, since only a “very 
strong case” could justify the alienation of resources inside a national park 
for commercial purposes, and a thermal plant could be brought into pro-
duction in about the same period of time as a hydraulic development.13

In truth, however, the company had little interest in considering such 
a plan. Gaherty, a hydro engineer by training, was unwilling to give ser-
ious consideration to a thermal development. “[L]ooking to the future,” 
he wrote to the head of the Parks Branch, “the Power Company would 
hesitate to invest its money in a steam plant on account of the higher cost 
of generation as compared with water power.” Provided that the British 
government would give some assistance in meeting the borrowing costs 
on the capital in the event of a postwar depression, Calgary Power was pre-
pared to arrange the financing of the hydroelectric project itself. Gaherty 
was convinced that if the dam were completed in time to catch the spring 
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runoff in 1941, the new plant could be in production by the autumn when 
the nitrogen plant would require the power: “[I]n this emergency every 
minute counts and it is unsound to run unnecessary risks. The Cascade 
project is simple and quick to construct and involves the minimum haz-
ards. It alone offers reasonable assurance of being completed in time.”14

Faced with the company’s implacable determination, the Parks Branch 
insisted that the power controller from Munitions and Supply examine 
all other options and make a finding that it was “absolutely necessary to 
invade the National Parks.”15 This placed H.  J. Symington, a director of 
Calgary Power, in an embarrassing position as the power controller of 
Munitions and Supply, and he referred the matter to R.A.C. Henry in that 
department. After consultations with Henry, Charles Camsell, the deputy 
minister of mines and resources, wrote to Gaherty to tell him that the gov-
ernment was not convinced of the superiority of the hydroelectric option 
over a thermal station.16

The company quickly exerted its influence. Less than two weeks later, 
Gaherty attended a meeting with the deputy minister to explain his refus-
al to consider other alternatives. To avoid the conflict of interest in having 
Symington certify that the Minnewanka project was necessary for the war 
effort, Calgary Power had persuaded the minister himself, C. D. Howe, to 
write directly to T. A. Crerar, the minister of mines and resources. Howe 
put the matter as though the decision to dam Lake Minnewanka was a 
foregone conclusion. He simply explained the power requirements of the 
new munitions plant and concluded, “Having in mind the urgency of the 
situation I would appreciate the favour if you would expedite the grant-
ing of the licence to the Calgary Power Company to the fullest possible 
extent.”17

Dissatisfied with the tenor of their meeting with Gaherty, the officials 
of the Department of Mines and Resources refused to give way. R. A. 
Gibson, the director of the Parks Branch, particularly resented the fact 
that Howe had written his letter without seeing any studies on the eco-
nomics of a thermal station. “It is quite evident that the Calgary Power 
Company is endeavouring to force the government into an immediate 
decision,” wrote Gibson.18
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In a firm reply to Howe, Crerar set forth the reasons for opposing 
Calgary Power’s plans. Despite being asked, that company had made no 
serious effort to investigate a steam plant as an alternative. The company 
had in hand enough power for the initial needs of the Alberta Nitrogen 
Company, and the additional power was required only as reserve in case of 
emergencies. Although little water would be available until 1942, Calgary 
Power had made no serious attempt to see if steam equipment could be put 
into operation before that. Crerar bluntly observed,

It would seem that the conclusions the company have reached 
have been influenced by the fact that the Lake Minnewanka 
storage will be of very great value in the postwar years to their 
existing hydro plants, which now need more storage, and when 
once secured would avoid or at least postpone the more costly 
development at Spray Lakes.19

Sensing, however, that Calgary Power was gaining the upper hand, Gibson 
and his Parks Branch staff mounted another round of internal lobbying in 
which they rehearsed the kind of arguments that, in 1922, had led to the 
refusal to permit a dam at Lake Minnewanka:

Its unique beauty lies in the wonderful blue of its waters, 
surrounded by mountains clad on the lower slopes with Douglas 
fir, Lodgepole pine, spruce and poplar. It is one of the most popular 
places for fishing in the National Parks.

Located just six miles from the town of Banff, the drive to the lake had 
become a popular attraction for sightseers. Since 1930, when the commis-
sioner of parks had estimated its capital value to the tourist trade at $10 
million, the number of visitors to Minnewanka had increased by 40 per 
cent. Hydrographic records indicated that the basin behind the new dam 
could not possibly be filled during the summer months:
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The result would be the exposure of a large acreage of unsightly 
mudflats and banks, in spite of every attention that could possibly 
be given during construction for the clearing up of brush and 
debris in the area to be flooded. These areas would not only be a 
breeding ground for increasing hordes of insect pests, but would 
undoubtedly give off the offensive odour of decaying vegetation 
during the hot weather.

Failure to adhere to long-standing parks policy of prohibiting commercial 
development, the Minnewanka scheme would place at risk the $14 million 
already invested in the development of the national parks in Alberta as a 
tourist attraction:

In this connection it should not be overlooked that American 
parks, which are our main competitors for travellers, have resisted 
hydroelectric developments, mining operations and lumbering 
and pulpwood operations in National Parks. These American 
parks have hard-surfaced, wide, highways and are favoured by 
American booking agents.… Against all these complications and 
difficult features, we urge as our first drawing card “unspoiled 
scenery.”

What Calgary Power was really attempting to do, Parks Branch officials 
argued, was to improve its efficiency and profitability:

The application of the company, while specifically based on a 
war requirement, is primarily designed to strengthen the power 
structure of the company for its ordinary business. The company 
admits that its practice has been to draw down the present Lake 
Minnewanka storage as quickly as possible in order to increase 
the water available for its plants on the Bow River.20



WILDERNESS AND WATERPOWER142

Moreover, the National Parks Act of 1930 was quite clear: any area that 
was to be used for commercial development should be excluded from the 
park system.

If Lake Minnewanka is to be looked upon as a commercial asset it 
really belongs to the province, and the province should be left free 
to deal with the company so that maximum benefits may accrue 
to power users and that other provincial interests may be served.

If the dam were to be built, the whole area around the lake probably ought 
to be withdrawn from Banff National Park, and the authority to approve 
the development left in the hands of the Alberta government.21 Even in a 
wartime emergency, the Parks Branch people drew their line in the sand.

The defenders of Lake Minnewanka against power development plans 
were hampered, however, by the lack of a strongly organized preservationist 
lobby in 1940. Unlike the 1920s, when the fight over Lake Minnewanka 
had created a big public outcry and the proposal to dam the Spray Lakes 
had brought the Canadian National Parks Association (CNPA) into being, 
there was little public protest this time around. W.  J. Selby Walker of 
Calgary, a long-time campaigner for wilderness preservation, did write 
with characteristic brio to the Parks Branch on behalf of the CNPA as 
soon as the plan was aired:

This has all the earmarks of another attempt by the U.S. Power 
Trust to open all park water for power, to be followed by the miners 
and the lumbermen and the complete destruction of our National 
Park system, as was attempted some years ago at the Spray Lakes, 
which were essential to the welfare of the world to be developed 
immediately but when taken out of the Park and made available 
for the last 12 years seem to have lost all their vaunted utility.22

But the decade of the Depression had evidently taken its toll upon the 
vigour of the CNPA and its members. Although Walker still claimed to 
be executive secretary of the association, he did not orchestrate a lobbying 
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campaign of the sort that had succeeded in the past. Obviously, the fact 
that the development of additional power was justified as part of the war 
effort would have made any such campaign more difficult. In this emer-
gency, many people were willing to give the company the benefit of the 
doubt. Walker complained that there was plenty of energy from natural 
gas simply going to waste in Turner Valley: “Suicidal exploitation of our 
natural resources will not help the next generation to retire our bond is-
sues.” But, he added, “the possibility of having the project constructed as 
a war measure at public expense and becoming available as salvage after 
the war is less patriotic than alluring to St. James St. [the financial cen-
tre of Montreal].” All he could suggest was that the lands around Lake 
Minnewanka, including the Banff townsite, be removed from the national 
park if they were to be developed commercially, as had been done with the 
Spray Lakes. This idea had already been carefully considered and rejected. 
The superintendent of Banff National Park advised that there was no suit-
able natural boundary line. He was particularly opposed to cutting the 
town of Banff out of the park, since it was “a pathetic little hamlet” that 

1941 dam at Lake Minnewanka (author photo).
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could not even afford to fund its school system without a sizable annual 
subvention from the CPR.23

The only other public opposition seems to have come from the Alberta 
Fish and Game Association, whose vice president complained that Calgary 
Power had deliberately taken on the contract with the Alberta Nitrogen 
Company as a means of justifying the new development: “It is, however, a 
cleverly contrived scheme to wangle something that the Power Company 
knows that they would otherwise never get.” But the director of the Parks 
Branch could only reply that if the application was justified by a genuine 
war emergency, then it would be up to Parliament to decide whether or 
not to grant it.24

Balanced against these feeble pressures was the support of the Town 
of Banff’s Advisory Council, which in the past, had often taken an am-
bivalent position on power development in the park, the dependence on 
tourism being balanced by the desire for more industrial and commercial 
growth. The superintendent of Banff National Park reported that many 
local residents now favoured the plan: “The local working men are, of 
course, in favour of the project chiefly because of the possibility of work 
and wages for another year at least – a very short-sighted and extremely 
selfish view.” The council advised all Alberta MPs to support the dam-
ming of Lake Minnewanka since the availability of low-cost power would 
be a strong inducement to industry to locate in the region once the war 
was over.25

With that kind of support, Calgary Power began to act as though a 
decision in its favour was a foregone conclusion. The director of the Parks 
Branch complained about the company’s attitude:

The actions of Calgary Power Company’s field organization 
since the negotiations were commenced a few weeks ago no 
doubt indicate the degree of consideration that the National 
Parks administration may expect from the company. Even 
with the knowledge that the chief officials of the company are 
at Ottawa lobbying for a concession, which, if granted, will be 
extremely valuable to the company, the field staff ignore the Park 
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Superintendent, notwithstanding the fact that they are well aware 
that the Superintendent is in full charge of the park and must 
answer for whatever goes on inside the park boundaries.

This attitude was made plain when the company simply added to its ap-
plication a proposal to divert Carrot Creek into Lake Minnewanka to in-
crease its storage capacity without even consulting the Parks Branch.26

The redoubtable C. D. Howe remained unwavering in his support of 
the project. When Alberta MPs complained that not enough new indus-
tries had been located in the province, the minister told them that war 
factories could not be located in Calgary at present owing to the shortage 
of electrical energy. “We want all the power that Alberta can produce now, 
and we can use the whole lot and more, if we can get it,” said the minister. 
Faced with this implacable resolve, Crerar gave way and advised Howe on 
November 30 that in view of the ammonia plant’s power needs, Calgary 
Power’s application would be granted.27 The long struggle to prevent Lake 
Minnewanka from becoming a much larger hydroelectric reservoir ended 
in the flux of wartime.

Up popped a new obstacle. How could such works be constructed 
inside a national park from a legal perspective? The Justice Department 
believed that the National Parks Act would have to be amended because 
the cabinet’s powers under the War Measures Act were not broad enough 
to permit activities specifically forbidden by an act of Parliament. For 
Howe, this was not good enough. There was no time to lay the matter 
before Parliament. The power company wanted work on the dam to be 
far enough advanced in the spring of 1941 to capture the runoff, which 
required an immediate start.28

Eventually, the Justice Department was persuaded to agree that since 
the work was required for war purposes, the cabinet could issue an or-
der-in-council granting temporary approval for the project. However, 
both the federal and provincial legislative bodies would have to approve 
the project with the necessary legislation at a later date. Premier William 
Aberhart quickly announced his support. He made no reference to the 
province’s previous efforts to gain control of any water storage in the Bow 
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watershed, noting, “This province is anxious for development of power 
to aid industrializing our province and to do our utmost in contributing 
to the war effort.” Within a fortnight, the necessary order-in-council was 
passed.29

Only the granting of an interim licence to the company remained be-
fore the work could begin at Lake Minnewanka. This proved more time 
consuming and contentious than anticipated because the Parks Branch 
insisted that an independent landscape architect should supervise design 
work to ensure that the installations inside the park should be as unobtru-
sive as possible. Initially, Calgary Power authorities seemed quite agree-
able to the idea, but they soon began to resist, arguing that because the 
power produced at Cascade was to be sold to Alberta Nitrogen at less than 
cost, the utmost economy would have to be practiced in construction. The 
company wanted its consulting engineer, T. H. Hogg from Ontario Hydro, 
to have the final say on all design questions.30

Hogg, however, made it clear that he would resist any substantial 
spending on landscaping. Eventually, the company reluctantly agreed to 
retain landscape gardener Stanley Thompson and to carry out any design 
changes that he considered necessary. With that question settled, the job 
of clearing the brush and timber from the hillside around the lake final-
ly got under way in February 1941, the contract having been awarded to 
members of the Nakoda Indian band who lived nearby.31

With construction under way and the process of drawing up formal 
agreements between the two levels of governments slowly proceeding, 
Mines and Resources Minister Crerar finally made a public announce-
ment of the plan to amend the National Parks Act to legalize the power 
development within Banff National Park in April 1941. Anticipating criti-
cism, he admitted that the development represented “a drastic departure 
from the policy established for many years.” He pointed out, however, that 
Calgary Power had been using Lake Minnewanka to store water since 1912 
and that there appeared to be no other means of procuring the power re-
quired for the war effort.32

That argument, needless to say, did not placate Selby Walker of the 
Canadian National Parks Association. He had already complained to 
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the minister about this short-sighted policy, contending that American 
park administration was far more enlightened. In correspondence with 
another Parks Branch official, Walker claimed that the association was 
drawing growing support

from an increasing number of influential people … who are … 
beginning to realize that your department has too long been 
deprived of that influence, to which its importance both as a 
producer of revenue and development of high standard of national 
health entitle it.33

Walker continued to fuss and fume. After listening to an engineer from 
Calgary Power describe the planned project to the Calgary Canadian 

J. Selby Walker on a hike in the mountains (Glenbow Archives, NA-5566-4).
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Club, he complained that the company seemed intent upon actually draw-
ing attention to their works:

Their power plant will not only be plainly visible from the road, 
but the motoring public will be encouraged to take a good look 
at the project because a road is to be constructed leaving the 
highway near the power plant and running beside their hydro 
pipe and across the top of the dam to connect with the one-time 
Minnewanka highway.… [I]n fact, the whole project is to be a joy 
forever to the Park visitors, and a blessing to the shareholders of 
the Calgary Power Company and built by about three million 
of the ten million appropriation.… How long must this suicidal 
exploitation of the natural resources of western Canada for 
the benefit of the eastern capitalist and the votes of the eastern 
majority be carried on?34

But the fact that Walker alone bothered to register a formal protest sug-
gests that public opinion was little aroused about this issue in 1941.

Near the end of the parliamentary session in June 1941, Crerar intro-
duced the legislation necessary to amend the agreement to transfer the 
natural resources of Alberta so as to permit the Minnewanka development. 
Crerar set forth the background and argued that the government would 
not have agreed to the application except for the national emergency:

We are in a desperate war. We do not know how many dreary, 
heavy months lie ahead. We do know this, if we are to succeed the 
… munitions must be supplied. The government felt that under 
the circumstances this plant should be brought into operation at 
the earliest possible day, and the importance … is the justification 
for a departure from what has been the policy of all governments 
in this country for the last twenty years. It does not establish any 
precedent, because it is definitely tied up to war needs.35
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Parliamentarians were quite prepared to let the bill go through with no se-
rious challenge, with the exception of Toronto Conservative T. L. Church, 
who launched into a ringing tirade against I. W. Killam and his financial 
associates for using the wartime emergency for personal gain:

We know these people in Ontario; we have learned about their 
methods and how they go about getting things through this 
parliament, as they have for nearly thirty years in the past. Some 
of the millionaires who are at the head of the super power trust 
centred in Montreal know no politics; … they are millionaires 
first, last and all the time, grabbing the public domain.36

But no MPs supported Church, and the measure was speedily passed into 
law.37

All that now remained was for the Parks Branch to see that Calgary 
Power carried out its commitment to landscape the development as 
agreed upon to minimize its visibility. That did not prove easy. In the 
fall of 1941, Parks Branch employee James Smart, in correspondence 
with his superior, Roy Gibson, predicted: “I believe we are bound to have 
a lot of trouble in connection with getting the Calgary Power Company 
to undertake the landscape work they have promised, and it is liable to 
drag along for a number of years.” At a meeting in the deputy minister’s 
office with Gaherty and Hogg, the consulting engineer claimed that no 
equipment could be spared from the construction project for landscaping, 
and Gaherty tried to retreat from an earlier promise to build a loop road 
around Lake Minnewanka.38

Despite the efforts of departmental officials, the company continued 
to evade their obligations. In the spring of 1942, with the Cascade power 
plant almost ready to come into production, the Parks Branch stepped up 
the pressure, but in spite of another meeting with Gaherty, the work was 
left undone, reportedly because I. W. Killam considered it too expensive.39 
At a further meeting that autumn, Gaherty finally offered to pay $35,000 
toward the cost of landscaping but failed to produce a final agreement.40 
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Smart’s prediction proved correct and the matter remained unsettled for 
years.

What particularly irritated these officials was that Calgary Power in-
stalled a powerful pump behind the dam at Lake Minnewanka so that even 
while the reservoir was filling, they were drawing it down below the levels 
previously permitted in order to supply water to their other Bow River 
plants. At the same time, Gaherty tried to persuade Ottawa to replace the 
interim development licence with a final one, which would make it all the 
more difficult to exert control over the company. The new Cascade plant 
even operated during the summer of 1943, leaving mudflats twenty feet 
wide around the lakeshore, although it had always been assumed that the 
reservoir would be left to fill up during the tourist season.41

In the spring of 1944, the company asked permission to draw down 
the level in Lake Minnewanka even farther than usual, claiming that it 
had faced an unprecedented demand for power in the fall of 1943 owing 
to a coal shortage in Edmonton, which had forced the company to ship 

Cascade Power Plant (author photo).
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power north. In addition, the ammonia plant was operating at full blast 
and the lateness of the spring breakup was diminishing the flow out of the 
mountains into the Bow. When the Department of Mines and Resources 
investigated these claims, it discovered that a special allotment of coal had 
been granted to the company to produce power for Edmonton. Finding, 
however, that it was cheaper to produce hydroelectricity, Calgary Power 
had simply used more water than usual. Eventually, the department was 
forced to agree to allow the exceptional drawdown, although the onset of 
the spring thaw rendered this unnecessary in the end.42

Faced with the intransigence and aggressiveness of the Calgary Power 
Company, the Parks Branch retreated to trying to reduce the visual impact 
of the Cascade power plant and, in particular, of the tall, watertower-like 
surge tank – a shock absorber against water hammer effects in the pen-
stocks – standing on the rim of the Bow valley where the feeder pipes 
plunged down the hill. The result was an unintentional comic interlude.

Canadian officials approached the British High Commission in the 
spring of 1942. Was it correct, asked Parks Branch employee James Smart, 
that a camouflage expert named Professor Webster was visiting Canada? 
Would he have time to consult about some camouflage? This was, he 
clarified,

… not in connection with war purposes, but more or less to 
blend in a piece of construction which has been imposed on the 
landscape of our mountain country in Banff National Park, and 
it has been considered that through the means of camouflage we 
may be able to render this piece of construction less conspicuous.43

After some confusion, it turned out that the expert was not Professor 
Webster but a landscape artist named Mr. Ironside. After looking at pho-
tographs of the site, Ironside suggested that the plan to paint the surge 
tank grey was probably a mistake. England was full of gasometers and 
water towers painted grey, which only made them ugly and conspicu-
ous. The artist suggested that it would be better to paint the tank white. 
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Admittedly, this would not make it inconspicuous, but it would be more 
pleasant to look at.44

Rejecting this rather implausible advice, the Parks Branch continued 
to worry about how to improve the appearance of the surge tank. By the 
fall of 1942, Smart was wondering if it would be a good idea to coat it in 
“haze” or “mist” paint, which the National Research Council had devel-
oped for camouflaging ships at sea, on the grounds that the tank was seen 
from the highway silhouetted against the sky like a ship’s superstructure. 
When the National Research Council was unable to make a supply of the 
new paint available, it was decided to use “invisible grey” paint, perhaps 
with a little blue added to help blend into the mountain sky.45

As it turned out, woodpeckers had the last ironic word in the 
long-running anxiety about shielding hydroelectric installations from 
visitors to Banff National Park. The penstocks at the Cascade plant had 
been surrounded in wood cladding. Not only did this protect them from 
frost damage on the exterior, but the wood blended well into the land-
scape. When new penstocks were constructed in the postwar era, they too 
were framed in wood, along with the towering surge tank, which loomed 
on the banks of the Bow just inside the eastern gate of the park. Not only 
did this cladding soothe the bureaucrats, but, unexpectedly, it especially 
pleased the birds. Woodpeckers eventually discovered these wood-clad 
structures, and for whatever reason – insect infestations, or perhaps the 
resounding noise they gave off when hammered – they tore the wooden 
siding to shreds. When the dilapidated cladding had to be removed, parks 
bureaucrats resigned themselves to the naked aluminum-painted metallic 
structures that remain to this day.46 

These cosmetic efforts on the surge tank could not conceal the fact that 
raising the dam at Lake Minnewanka produced all of the unfortunate re-
sults that the Parks Branch had long predicted. As forecast, Calgary Power 
continued to drag its feet about paying the cost of landscaping; it took un-
til 1947 to extract the final $35,000 owing.47 The major problem, though, 
was the extent of the mudflats around the shores of the lake during tourist 
season. Calgary Power’s interim licence did not contain any precise com-
mitments about summertime water levels at Lake Minnewanka. When 
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the dam was raised, the company had promised to allow the lake to fill up 
quickly in the spring except in emergencies, but in 1946, the bureaucrats 
were still complaining that for the past two years, the water had been as 
much as fifteen feet below the promised level on July 1.48

The only lever that the Parks Branch possessed was that no final 
licence for the dam had been issued. By 1947, Calgary Power was eager to 
have this settled since they were planning a new issue of debentures and 
feared that lack of the licence would reduce their price. Eventually, they 
persuaded Minister of Mines and Resources J. A. Mackinnon to intervene 
and order the bureaucrats to issue the licence.49 Still, company negotiators 
refused to commit themselves firmly to ensuring that the water at Lake 
Minnewanka was at any particular level in the summer months, pleading 
the growing demand for electric power. In the end, the minister was given 
the formal authority to regulate water levels at the lake although no levels 
were specified. However, the company was given an incentive – a sliding 
scale of rental payments – to keep them high in the summer. That settled, 
the final licence converting Lake Minnewanka into a power reservoir was 
issued in May 1947.50

The experience of the Department of Mines and Resources in dealing 
with Calgary Power, once the dam at Lake Minnewanka had been raised 
and the Cascade power plant built, only seemed to confirm what national 
parks administrators had been arguing since the 1920s: hydroelectric 
reservoirs had no place inside the park system. Had it been practically 
possible, the lake would have been cut out of Banff National Park as the 
Spray Lakes had been in 1930, but that did not seem easy to do.

So that is how, as a war measure, an elegant rectangular building hous-
ing hydroelectric-generating equipment came to be planted prominently 
beside the highway and still greets visitors today on the eastern approach-
es to Banff National Park. So too, as a war measure, a huge earthen berm 
and regulating headworks raised the level of Lake Minnewanka sixty feet, 
drowning the former dam and the park’s own hydroelectric facility in the 
process.51 The wartime emergency made it impossible to resist the com-
pany’s demands for additional capacity to supply power to the ammonia 
plant, particularly in view of Calgary Power’s strong political connections 
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to C. D. Howe’s Department of Munitions and Supply. The public outcry 
that had stopped the Minnewanka dam in the 1920s was muted in 1940 
by the experience of depression and war. The company emerged victor-
ious. And as a signal of triumph, a solitary surge tank rose like a gleaming 
technological obelisk in plain view on a bench beside the highway.
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Public Power

For fifteen years, an important question of public policy lay dormant. 
Would Alberta embark upon a program of public ownership electrifica-
tion? First the Great Depression and then the Second World War inter-
vened to prevent the question from even being posed. The issue had been 
raised, as we have seen, at the end of the 1920s, when for a moment it 
seemed as if Alberta was poised to follow Ontario’s example. But the onset 
of the Depression meant that the province could scarcely meet its exist-
ing obligations, much less contemplate borrowing the millions of dollars 
necessary to buy out the private electric companies. Some of the rights to 
control natural resources so eagerly sought by the provincial government 
were even turned back temporarily to federal jurisdiction. A world war 
created other, higher priorities and temporarily commandeered provin-
cial fiscal room to prosecute the war effort. But once the war was over 
and, especially, as a new era of economic growth and prosperity began to 
bloom, the time had surely come to pose this question once again.

The transition from a rural and agricultural province to an urban and 
industrial one created new political pressures. The province’s Social Credit 
government – which had swept into power, led by William Aberhart, dur-
ing the depths of the Depression in 1935 – had to adjust to the changing 
times if it were to retain office. When Aberhart died in 1943, he was 
succeeded as party leader and premier by his young associate, Ernest C. 
Manning. It thus fell to Manning, an immensely shrewd politician, to 
preside over the transformation of Social Credit from a populist, rural 
protest movement into a pragmatic, conservative party that emphasized 
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conservatism and efficiency in government. One of the issues with which 
Manning had to grapple was the campaign for a publicly owned electrical 
system like that in Ontario or Manitoba. That demand came primarily 
from the traditional sources of Social Credit strength on the rural roads 
and in small towns, where an agitation for rapid rural electrification arose 
during the late 1940s. Many farmers, accustomed to the co-operative 
traditions of western Canadian agriculture and to the province’s govern-
ment-owned telephone system, looked to the Government of Alberta to 
take up the task of supplying them with low-cost power.

Manning, however, recognized that his new-found friends in the oil 
industry, many of whom came from the United States, would not be en-
thusiastic about actions by a provincial government that smacked of “so-
cialism.” The premier decided, in fact, that the way to stay in power was 
to redefine Social Credit as a vital weapon in the fight against the menace 
of the Left, embodied in the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation 
(which had won power in Saskatchewan in 1944). In the context of the 
Cold War struggle against communism, this political manoeuvre proved 
popular with Albertans, who continued to re-elect Manning with over-
whelming majorities until the end of the 1960s.1 

The growing anti-socialism of Social Credit made it more difficult for 
the provincial government to support the creation of a public electrical 
system, despite the fact that the strongest pressure for it came from some 
of the movement’s long-standing supporters. The debate over public power 
in Alberta, which ultimately ended with a victory for the supporters of 
private ownership, naturally affected the development of the private util-
ities, in particular Calgary Power. As long as the issue hung in the balance, 
the company showed little enthusiasm for new capital projects to enhance 
generating capacity, despite the steady growth of demand. Only after it be-
came clear that the provincial government was ready to allow the private 
utilities to operate within a regulatory environment did Calgary Power 
begin to press for more water storage. Thus, the time required to resolve 
the issue of public versus private power in Alberta removed the pressure 
for more construction inside Banff National Park for several years.
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At the end of the Second World War, no more than eighteen hundred 
of the fifty-five thousand farms in Alberta, slightly over 3 per cent, had 
electrical service.2 The Social Credit government, with its rural and small 
town base, was naturally particularly sensitive on this issue. Near the end 
of 1944, the province established the Alberta Power Commission to sur-
vey the power requirements of the province and to study the equalization 
of rates charged to various classes of consumers. Auditors were appointed 
to value the assets of the Calgary Power Company and its smaller counter-
part, Canadian Utilities (formerly Mid-West Utilities), which served the 
southeastern part of the province, in case their expropriation or purchase 
was contemplated. The northern portions of the province, as noted earlier, 
were served by lines running out from the municipally owned steam-gen-
erating plant in Edmonton. The Alberta Power Commission quickly con-
cluded that a comprehensive review of the electricity situation could not 
proceed until the provincial government had made the formal decision to 
take control of the electricity industry completely, to build a public dis-
tribution system to distribute privately generated power, or to leave the 
industry entirely in private hands.3 

The cabinet considered the issue during the next year or so. A good 
many Albertans proved dubious about the idea of creating a large pub-
lic enterprise modelled upon Ontario Hydro or the Manitoba Power 
Commission. The chairman of the Electrification Committee of Ponoka, 
Alberta, for instance, pressed the Social Credit government to allow the 
Calgary Power Company to proceed with the task of wiring the rural areas 
and small towns. A study by the staff of the Department of Economic 
Affairs in the spring of 1946 concluded that pressure for the acquisition of 
electrical systems by governments might be peaking at the very moment 
when private interests were actually eager to unload their high-cost con-
ventional generating stations and replace them with much cheaper nuclear 
power plants.4

By the summer of 1946, Premier E.  C. Manning’s cabinet, having 
concluded that the existing private utilities should undertake rural elec-
trification, began pressing the two companies for precise targets.5 When 
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the private utilities stalled, unhappy 
about committing themselves to this 
high-cost, low-volume segment of the 
electricity market, Manning ordered 
the Alberta Power Commission to 
draw up a plan.

The commission, in turn, re-
cruited Herbert Cottingham, the 
former chairman of the Manitoba 
Power Commission, to undertake a 
study. In February 1947, he strongly 
advised against any scheme by the 
province to undertake rural elec-
trification apart from the existing 
distribution system: “Farm electri-
fication is the most costly service in 
the West,” he warned, “and can only 
be economically performed in con-

junction with general service to cities, towns and villages.” Cottingham, 
not surprisingly, was a fervent public ownership man:

The acquisition of the utilities is the best solution of the farm 
electrification extensions and is in the interest of urban, rural and 
farm population. If this is done the Government of Alberta will 
duplicate the phenomenal success achieved by other provinces.

He was convinced that the result would be electricity supply at lower rates 
than at present charged by Calgary Power and Canadian Utilities.6 

Doubtless aware of the tenor of Cottingham’s report, Calgary Power 
became sufficiently concerned about the possibility of a government 
takeover that it reorganized its corporate structure in the spring of 1947. 
During the 1930s, I. W. Killam and his associates had used the Montreal 
holding company to acquire, in addition to its Alberta assets, 85 per cent 
of the capital stock of the Ottawa Valley Power Company. The company 

Ernest Manning, premier of 
Alberta (Glenbow Archives, NA-
2922-14).
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now applied to the federal minister of mines and resources to divide its 
properties into two legally separate elements. Calgary Power Limited, 
with a head office in Calgary, would operate all the Alberta utilities while 
the Montreal holding company (called Calgary Power Company Limited) 
would control the entire undertaking. This division would presumably 
have made a severance easier in the event of a takeover. The federal au-
thorities raised no objections to this restructuring.7 

Killam and his friends need not have worried so much. Cottingham’s 
advice was not well received. After a final flirtation with the orthodox doc-
trines of Social Credit around the end of the Second World War, Premier 
Manning had quickly adopted conventional economic policies that em-
phasized fiscal prudence and resisted an expanded role for government 
in most sectors. Socialism was now the main enemy of the Social Credit 
movement, opening an Albertan salient in the Cold War battle against 
communism.8 Taking its cues from its political masters in the spring of 
1947, the Alberta Power Commission ignored Cottingham’s views and 
proposed that the private utilities should undertake a ten-year program to 
make power available to three-fifths of all farms in the province, all those 
that were not too remote or not likely to be only marginal users of electri-
city. If 70 per cent of those 33,000 farms were to be hooked up, then 21,300 
connections would have to be made, nearly 80 per cent of them by Calgary 
Power. The targets recommended were two thousand farms each in 1948 
and 1949, followed by twenty-five hundred connections yearly over the 
succeeding seven years.9 

In July 1947, Premier Manning wrote to the presidents of Calgary 
Power and Canadian Utilities asking that they commit themselves to 
undertake this proposed program. To make the service attractive to farm-
ers, the basic rural electricity rate would be limited to a base rate of four 
dollars per month for up to twenty kilowatt hours of current. Manning 
hoped to induce the companies to co-operate by offering them a sub-
sidy equal to half the amount that they paid in federal corporate income 
taxes, a sum estimated at about $217,500 annually, which was rebated to 
the province by Ottawa under the tax-sharing agreements. This rebate, 
as he reminded the utility men, the provincial government stood to lose 
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in revenue should it expropriate the companies in order to ensure rural 
electrification, since provincial utilities were not subject to federal income 
taxes. Manning concluded firmly,

The Government of Alberta would prefer to have the programme 
… implemented by the present companies, but the development 
of the province has reached the stage where a comprehensive 
programme of rural electrification cannot longer be delayed.10 

Doubtless relieved that any threat of a takeover seemed unlikely, the 
two private companies nonetheless, and not surprisingly, displayed little 
enthusiasm for such a scheme. How could the large sums required for 
extending service be raised when the returns would be so paltry? G. A. 
Gaherty complained that the proposed basic rate barely covered the cost 
of producing and transmitting the current and provided no return on 
the capital invested in the plant or insurance against risk. Calgary Power 
already faced the need to raise approximately $10 million to expand its 
generating capacity, but the real need was a subsidy to cover the heavy cost 
of extending rural lines, which was five or six times as high per customer 
as in the province’s cities. While Ontario Hydro’s rural lines had an aver-
age of 7.15 consumers per mile, the present rural lines in Alberta had but 
1.3 users. With an average investment of $750 per additional customer 
required, the cost of adding over twenty-one thousand new connections 
would be more than $17 million. Instead, Gaherty proposed that rural 
electrical co-operatives be established to purchase current from Calgary 
Power and that the government agree to provide a subsidy equal to half the 
cost of the rural distribution systems constructed co-operatively.11 

H. R. Milner of Canadian Utilities was equally unenthusiastic about 
the proposed rural electrification plan. He suggested that before the next 
provincial election, the government announce its commitment to action 
but point out to the electorate that the postwar boom had made it al-
most impossible to obtain the capital goods needed for such a massive 
scheme. Social Credit could thus reap the electoral advantage of its policy 
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commitment, “even if it would have to remain in the wrapper for the next 
two or three years.”12 

The premier referred the issue back to the Alberta Power Commission. 
In a report rendered in October 1947, the commission argued that the pri-
vate utilities were offering no more than to provide rural electric service 
in areas where they could earn a profit. By demanding hefty subsidies 
from the government to consumers, Calgary Power had eliminated any 
financial risk. The idea that shortages of material could justify the post-
ponement of the entire program was exploded by pointing out that the 
Manitoba Power Commission was planning to make thirty-seven hun-
dred rural connections in 1947 and another five thousand in 1948. In light 
of the foot dragging by the companies and the expense of constructing a 
rival public system, the report concluded:

If it is the desire of the government to engage in expansion of 
distribution of electrical energy throughout the province, and 
with particular reference to the extension of rural electrification, 
it would be the view of your commission that such a policy can 
best be carried out by taking over the existing facilities of the 
power companies and operating the same as an integrated unit as 
a public utility through the Alberta Power Commission.

The first step recommended was the acquisition of Calgary Power, either 
by negotiation or expropriation.13 

The issue would not go away because the Alberta government re-
mained under pressure to take action to promote rural electrification. 
Pointing out that the number of electrified farms in the United States had 
risen from only 10 per cent in 1935 to over 60 per cent in 1947, mainly due 
to the New Deal program, Ken Reid of Islay argued that the time had come 
for the provincial government to take action:

We believe in private enterprise when it’s progressive. Otherwise 
we expect governments to wake them [sic] up or show them up. 
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You spent [$]7 million on main roads – and half a million on oil 
sands – why not spend some to help the hard working farmer?14 

Rural Albertans who shared these views and believed that private enter-
prise would not bring transmission lines to their farm gates for years to 
come insisted that a plebiscite be held on the issue of public versus pri-
vate ownership of electrical utilities on provincial election day, August 17, 
1948. E. C. Manning, fearful that American oil explorers would be fright-
ened off by any “socialistic” extension of state enterprise, campaigned ac-
tively against any takeover of the utility companies. He argued that such 
an experiment was “risky” and likely to lead to power shortages if under-
taken. Predictions were made that it would cost $40 million to acquire 
the existing companies, $40 million to extend rural transmission lines, 
and another $25 million to build new generating stations. H. R. Milner of 
Canadian Utilities reminded Albertans of the costs incurred in extending 
Alberta Government Telephones into rural areas and warned against any 
repetition of this extravagance.15 

When the votes were counted, E. C. Manning had easily won another 
term of office, and public power went down to defeat by the narrow mar-
gin of 139,991 to 139,840, largely because of strong opposition in southern 
Alberta cities like Calgary (70% against), Lethbridge (65% against), and 
Medicine Hat (81% against). Edmonton narrowly rejected the proposal by 
only 51 per cent. In the aftermath, the premier laconically declared, “We 
will just carry on as before.”16 

Even many rural dwellers agreed with the government’s policy. The 
executive of the new Alberta Rural Electrification Association, formed at 
the time of the plebiscite, voted unanimously against public ownership:

Everyone felt that the private companies had given very satisfactory 
service in the past, and their efforts for rural electrification were 
all that could be expected under existing material and labour 
conditions, and that no advantage would be gained by the 
provincial government taking over.17 
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Attempts to persuade the government to call another plebiscite on the 
grounds that the results of the first one had been inconclusive seem to have 
elicited little enthusiasm.18 Although the Alberta Rural Electrification 
Association reversed its position and voted in favour of a provincial utility 
in 1950, the government paid little attention. A 1951 article by the presi-
dent of the Farmers’ Union of Alberta condemned the rate of expansion 
of rural service by the power companies as “absolutely unsatisfactory,” but 
the provincial minister of industries and labour hastened to defend the 
record of private enterprise. He claimed that twelve thousand farms had 
already received electrical service and another four thousand would be 
hooked up by the end of the year. An effort to have the provincial legisla-
ture order another plebiscite was stifled by the Social Credit government 
in 1952.19 

The debate over establishing a public power system in Alberta effect-
ively ended in 1948 with the plebiscite. Strong as the support for such a 
plan was in the traditional centres of Social Credit support, the voters in 
the booming cities of Calgary, Lethbridge, and Medicine Hat delivered a 
decisive verdict against the idea. Apart from a general satisfaction in those 
urban centres with the service provided by the private utility, Edmonton 
and Calgary residents perhaps sensed a threat to their own municipally 
owned distribution systems (and generating capability, in Edmonton’s 
case). That was sufficient to convince Premier Manning that he could 
safely ignore the public power proponents, confident that Social Credit 
loyalists were unlikely to desert his government over this issue.

The failure of the rural supporters of a provincial utility to carry the 
day meant that the existing public-private hybrid would continue, with 
Calgary Power supplying a municipal distribution system in Calgary. 
Edmonton would be served by its own civic generating station. Most other 
urban areas were supplied by one of the two private companies. Premier 
Manning made it plain that the fight against socialism debarred his gov-
ernment from establishing a provincial utility without overwhelming 
support from the voters, and that had not been forthcoming.

The debate over public power in Alberta in the late 1940s caused 
Calgary Power to place its expansion plans on the back burner until the 
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outcome was clear. I. W. Killam and G. A. Gaherty had no intention of 
undertaking any major expansion of generating capacity if a government 
takeover was a real possibility. With that issue settled, Calgary Power could 
resume planning in earnest to expand its generating capacity to meet sky-
rocketing demand for electricity, which threatened severe shortages in the 
near future. That, in turn, would almost certainly entail the extension of 
its water storage capacity inside Banff National Park and bring the issue of 
wilderness preservation versus power development to the fore once more.
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Reversing Rivers

With the debate over public versus private enterprise settled in favour of 
the Calgary Power Company by the late 1940s and with a postwar eco-
nomic boom fuelled by new oil discoveries under way, the federal and pro-
vincial governments once more found themselves under intense pressure 
to approve new power projects. The topography of southern Alberta made 
the Bow River the prime site for water storage for hydroelectric develop-
ment. With the minister of mines and resources being from Edmonton, 
the demand for more power was bound to receive a sympathetic hearing. 
The federal government had already made an important concession to the 
Calgary Power Company in 1930 by carving the Spray Lakes out of the na-
tional park to permit their use as a reservoir. The company’s power surplus 
during the 1930s and its focus on the more readily available Minnewanka 
option during the war effectively sidelined consideration of the Spray 
Lakes development. However, once looming shortages had aroused power 
users and provincial politicians, it was only a matter of time before Spray 
Lakes development proposals would resurface.

With the public power question settled once and for all, Calgary 
Power’s enthusiasm for expanding its capacity to meet the demand re-
vived. The company, with strong municipal and provincial backing, 
readily asked permission to proceed with the long-deferred Spray Lakes 
project. The territory had been cut out of the national park by the Parks 
Act of 1930. This meant that prime responsibility for approving develop-
ment lay with the provincial government. But in the Canadian federal 
system, nothing is simple. The federal government remained a key player 
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because the river whose waters would be rerouted and diverted for power 
production drained into Banff National Park. Moreover, revised plans for 
the development indicated that ever more land would have to be removed 
from the park to accommodate a larger reservoir.

After receiving permission to raise the dam at Lake Minnewanka in 
1941, Calgary Power’s energy requirements seemed to be met for the time 
being. However, no sooner had construction begun on the Cascade power 
plant in the summer of 1942 than the company revived its plans to use the 
Spray Lakes as a power reservoir. The revision of the National Parks Act 
in 1930 had, of course, removed the Spray basin itself from Banff National 
Park, but as we have seen, in the wartime emergency, Calgary Power opted 
instead for the less costly project at Lake Minnewanka. Now, with war-
time demand straining generating capacity, the Spray development again 
began to look economically attractive.

Having conceded the removal of the Spray Lakes from the National 
Park system, the Lands, Parks, and Forests Branch (hereafter, the Parks 
Branch) of the Department of Mines and Resources was now simply 
concerned to ensure that the flow of the Spray River, which drained into 
the Bow at Banff, remained sufficient to preserve its scenic appearance. 
Calgary Power had lost its initial enthusiasm for the project in 1928 when 
Interior Minister Charles Stewart had insisted that the Spray River near its 
mouth must carry 500 cubic feet of water per second (cfs) since it entered 
the Bow right in the midst of the golf course at the CPR’s Banff Springs 
Hotel. Because the Spray itself had no tributaries to swell its size for about 
fifteen miles below its headwaters, the flow demanded by Stewart would 
have required the release of a great deal of water over a dam at the Spray 
Lakes every summer. Every cubic foot flowing over the spillway would 
entail the loss of thirty-five hundred kilowatt hours of generating capacity 
to Calgary Power’s Bow River plants during the ensuing winter. Company 
officials claimed that the whole storage project would be rendered un-
economical if more than 200 cfs had to be running at the mouth of the 
Spray in the tourist season.1 

Despite the Spray Lakes having been removed from the park system 
in 1930, the agreement transferring natural resources to Alberta still 
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empowered the federal government to fix the levels in watercourses like 
the Spray River that flowed into the parks so as to preserve their scen-
ic beauty. When G.  A. Gaherty once more raised the question of dam-
ming the Spray Lakes in the autumn of 1942, the superintendent of Banff 
National Park warned “that any move by his company to divert the flow of 
the Spray River would most assuredly be bitterly opposed by the Canadian 
Pacific Railway Company and by this Bureau.”2 

For its part, Calgary Power was considering altering its plans for the 
Spray Lakes development so as to mute such criticisms. Instead of chan-
nelling the stored water through a tunnel directly to a high-head plant 
on the Bow near Canmore, it was considering releasing it down the Spray 
River itself to be used at the existing Ghost, Horseshoe, and Kananaskis 
plants. Not only would this be much less costly, but it would avoid many 
of the problems created by low levels in the Spray in summer.3 In the 
end, however, the company decided not to proceed with the development 
during the war and no formal application was presented, presumably be-
cause of the difficulty in raising capital and securing generating and other 
equipment under the circumstances.

It was obvious, however, that future growth in power demand would 
probably increase the need for more water storage in the Rocky Mountains. 
Near the end of 1944, Calgary Power suggested increasing the capacity of 
Lake Minnewanka by diverting Forty Mile Creek.4 But company officials 
were aware of the problems likely to be created by more development in-
side Banff National Park, so in 1945 they began investigating a possible 
dam site lower down on the Bow near Cochrane, as well as on the upper 
Kananaskis River, both outside the park system and fully under provincial 
control. In addition, studies were made of an entirely new development in 
another watershed – across the Continental Divide in British Columbia 
near Canal Flats on the Kootenay River – that could be linked to the rest 
of the system by a transmission line running south of Banff National 
Park.5 None of these schemes was undertaken, and the only addition to 
the system’s capacity was Barrier, a small plant on the Kananaskis River, 
producing 16,000 hp with a head of 155 feet.6 
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While Albertans debated the possibility of establishing a provincial 
electrical utility, Calgary Power put on hold the undertaking of any new 
major projects. By mid-1947, however, it became clear that E. C. Manning 
did not favour public power when the premier asked the private utilities to 
submit plans for rural electrification. The plebiscite of 1948 demonstrated 
the lack of a strong consensus in favour of public ownership, and little 
more was heard of the matter thereafter. As a result, the company began 
to explore developing the Spray Lakes once again, starting in 1947. That 
brought a protest from the remnants of the wilderness preservation move-
ment that had originally sprung into existence during the 1920s to defend 
the Spray Lakes against the depredations of the power developers.7 

More significant were rumblings from the CPR reminding the federal 
government that the junction of the Spray and Bow Rivers was the scenic 
centre of the Banff townsite and that the Spray was heavily fished. Any 
move to reduce the flow in the Spray that would impair its scenic beauty 
or fish spawn would meet strong resistance from the railway and other 
tourist operators with heavy investments in the region. In response, the 
new deputy minister of mines and resources, H. L. Keenleyside, inquired 
confidentially how much money the railway actually had invested in the 
Banff region. The reply was $12.5 million, although the replacement value 
would obviously be much larger. Parks Branch bureaucrats were well 
aware of the value of such an ally:

We should see that the Canadian Pacific Railway Company 
officials are kept advised of developments. No final decision on 
this proposition should be made without the Railway Company’s 
approval, as their development at Banff involving many millions 
of dollars would be seriously affected if anything was allowed that 
would in any way spoil the beautiful Spray valley.8 

But as in the past, the federal policy-makers quickly discovered that there 
were powerful interests who favoured going ahead with the proposed plan 
at top speed. The Calgary Electric Commissioner pointed out to the prime 
minister that power load in the city was rising almost 10 per cent annually 
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and that additional capacity was needed to ensure continued industrial 
growth. Premier Manning also wrote to the acting minister of mines and 
resources, J. A. Mackinnon, to demand speedy action to deal with an in-
creasingly serious power shortage in the province.9 

When Calgary Power submitted its formal application to develop 
the Spray Lakes in the spring of 1948, it made a number of significant 
amendments to previous plans. Over the next five years, the company 
was prepared to invest up to $18 million in order to add about 100,000 
hp annually to its generating capacity. Instead of a tunnel to carry the 
water from the Spray Lakes reservoir to a headpond above Canmore, it 
was now proposed to divert the water through a canal along the valley of 
Goat Creek. Flooding this valley would require a formal act of Parliament 
to alter the boundaries of Banff National Park in order to remove another 
twenty square miles of land for commercial purposes.

As for the flow of the Spray River, the company was now prepared 
to spill enough water from its reservoir to keep 180 cfs flowing out of 
the mouth of the river at Banff during the tourist season. G. A. Gaherty 
argued that releasing any more water would

seriously detract from the economic value of the whole Bow River 
development including the Spray.… If there is an imaginative 
difference of opinion about this, the company claims that 
any possible adverse effect upon the scenery in a spot in this 
tremendous park is infinitesimal compared to the importance … 
of the power which can be developed.10 

The staff of the Parks Branch prepared to fight the good fight once more. 
At a meeting with Gaherty, the minister of mines and resources, and the 
deputy minister, Roy Gibson, director of the Parks Branch, insisted that 
both power development in the park and removal of more land from the 
park “would be resented by a great many people who have the interests 
of the park at heart.” Furthermore, this would surely whet the company’s 
appetite for more storage sites in the park. Gibson reiterated the famil-
iar argument of his predecessor, J. B. Harkin, that Canadian parks must 
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remain unspoiled if they were to compete successfully for the tourist trade 
with American parks, where development was banned. H. L. Keenleyside, 
the deputy minister, also urged the company to consider thermal power 
as an alternative.11 

Unfortunately for those interested in wilderness preservation, the 
acting minister of mines and resources was not sympathetic to their case. 
J. A. Mackinnon (who assumed the portfolio on a permanent basis in June 
1948), as the sole federal minister from Alberta, was naturally particu-
larly sensitive to pressure from his home province.12 Edmonton lawyer A. 
Fraser Duncan, who acted for Calgary Power, was on a “Dear Jim” basis in 
correspondence with Mackinnon. After meeting with company officials 
and staff, Mackinnon reported to Gaherty that he was giving the matter 
his “most sympathetic and earnest attention” to see if the necessary legis-
lation could be rushed through Parliament before the end of the session 
with the concurrence of the opposition parties.13 

Concern for Calgary Power’s needs was fully shared by the powerful 
minister of trade and commerce, C. D. Howe.14 Four days after Mackinnon 
took over as full-time minister of mines and resources, Howe advised him: 
“I have been looking into the power situation in Alberta, as it affects the 
development of that province, and find that you [i.e., Albertans] must have 
additional hydroelectric power if the industrial growth of the province is 
to be maintained.”

The ammonia plant near Calgary, for which Howe had been so influ-
ential in obtaining power in 1940, was “a splendid producer of [US] dollar 
exchange, and there is a heavy demand for the output. It would, in my 
opinion, be a tragedy if its operation had to be curtailed.” The only readily 
available source of energy was the Spray Lakes development, noted Howe. 
Parks Branch bureaucrats might object to the plans, fearing the impact 
on the scenery of the Spray valley, but surely, Howe argued, some scheme 
could be devised to release just enough water to maintain the flow of the 
river at an attractive level. “It seems to me,” wrote Howe, “that the indus-
trial growth of the province must be a first consideration. The province 
of Alberta is having a spectacular industrial expansion, and I would be 
sorry to see anything happen that would interfere with this very desirable 
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development.” He concluded, “I am giving you my views on account of 
my interest in industrial development throughout Canada,” which was a 
polite way of saying, “My friends in the business community asked me to 
write to you.”15 

Certainly, the new minister’s advisors on park policy remained hostile 
to the plans. In an elaborate memorandum entitled “A Further Projected 
Encroachment by Calgary Power Limited on the Natural Resources and 
Scenic Attractions of … Banff National Park …,” T. E. Dunn set forth a 
full history of the company’s activities in the area. The company was now 
proposing to build a dam at the head of the Spray River 740 feet long and 
192 feet high. At the height of land between the Spray Lakes and Goat 
Creek would stand a control dam 2,100 feet long and 48 feet high to feed 
water into a canal flowing to a headpond of several hundred acres, con-
tained in turn by an earth dike running diagonally across the Goat Valley. 
In an extensive section headed “Arguments Contra,” Dunn noted that the 
company’s annual earnings had almost doubled between 1941 and 1946. 
Under the heading “Gradual Encroachment,” he pointed out:

In the last thirty-six years the Calgary Power Limited has 
continually brought pressure to bear to establish storage reservoirs, 
power plants, canals and transmission lines within the park area. 

And under “Future Demands,” he predicted: 

The demands by this corporation have never ceased. Three, five or 
ten years from now what further storage or power rights will they 
seek … and what assurance is there that the next will be the last? 

Looking even further into the future, he saw a gradual demise of the very 
idea of national parks:

There are many other industrial corporations that would like 
to gain a foothold in our national parks and … could … argue 
with equal weight that it is as much in the national interest that 
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they be granted a license to explore and develop mineral timber 
and oil resources.… Carried far enough, the eventual outcome 
of granting concessions is plain. Park areas will then be found 
to differ inappreciably from areas beyond their boundaries and 
the renowned purposes for which they were created will have 
vanished.16 

On the day after his appointment as minister, Mackinnon wrote to 
Premier Manning to consult him on what to do. The premier urged im-
mediate action in order to avoid power shortages that could arrive as early 
as 1950. Alberta officials considered a flow of 200 cfs in the Spray River 
adequate, as it would require twenty-five hundred acre-feet of storage 
capacity to maintain this flow during the tourist season. Increasing the 
flow by just 50 additional cfs, however, would require four times as much 
stored water, which, from Manning’s perspective, served “to show that ex-
travagance of endeavouring to improve the scenery at the expense of the 
power development.”17 

Consultations with the CPR indicated that the railway would not ob-
ject provided that 200 cfs flowed out of the Spray in the summer. Armed 
with this assurance, Mackinnon tried to persuade his colleagues to rush 
through the necessary law amending the National Parks Act before the 
end of the 1948 session of Parliament. Other ministers, however, took note 
of the opposition to the scheme expressed by Mackinnon’s own staff and 
refused to amend the parliamentary timetable. Despite Mackinnon’s best 
efforts and a direct appeal to the prime minister from Premier Manning, 
any legislative change would have to wait until the following year.18 

By mid-1948, it was clear that action to authorize the Spray Lakes 
development was almost certain in the near future. A memorandum 
summing up the current situation quoted Mines and Resources Minister 
Mackinnon as saying, “A good case was made out by the company from 
the standpoint of industrial needs, and a rather strong lobby was carried 
on in the company’s behalf.” With a federal election in the offing in the 
near future, Mackinnon wanted to be able to defend himself against criti-
cism from Albertans that he was holding back economic development by 
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Map of the completed Spray Lakes development.
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failing to approve the immediate expansion of Calgary Power’s capacity.19 
The acting deputy minister pressed the minister to give the Parks Branch 
“every opportunity to state its case before committing yourself to any 
policy of hydro power or the storage of water in national parks.” Yet even 
before Mackinnon left for his Edmonton home, he told the parliamentary 
press that he would be considering Calgary Power’s right to develop the 
Spray Lakes over the coming weeks.20 

The director of the Parks Branch, R. A. Gibson, followed his minister 
to the West to consult with departmental officials and soon reported that 
support for additional power development was far from universal:

There has been a disposition in the past to consider that the general 
interest was on the part of the Parks administration and the C.P.R. 
This is a short-sighted conception because many people in Banff 
and many people who are interested in Banff will immediately 
interest themselves in any proposition which they do not think is 
in the best interest of this park.

Other members of his staff attempted to convince James Mackinnon that 
using a single watershed like the Bow for a large hydroelectric system was 
unwise owing to the danger of sabotage or air attack. When the minister 
himself came to Banff, he was presented with a petition by the Town of 
Banff’s advisory council opposing any development at the Spray Lakes as 
antithetical to the purposes for which the national park system had been 
established.21 

Further discussion with Calgary Power officials about alternative 
schemes, however, proved fruitless. G. A. Gaherty, who had first devised 
the Spray Lakes storage scheme in the 1920s, remained firmly committed 
to the idea. Despite pressure to consider coal-fired thermal generating 
plants as an option, Gaherty continued “to press the Spray project by every 
means at his disposal,”  resisting any efforts to involve the wider public in 
the debate, according to Gibson:
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Apparently it is the desire of the company that the argument on this 
question should be limited to the company and the departmental 
officials, and the company through every means at its disposal is 
endeavouring to have the matter dealt with as an emergency.22 

In that, Calgary Power was successful. While at home in western Canada, 
the minister was persuaded to fix the flow at the mouth of the Spray River 
at 200 cfs during the tourist season, the order being drafted by the com-
pany solicitor. With the CPR being satisfied that the scenery around the 
Banff Springs Hotel would not be adversely affected, the decision was 
rushed through cabinet in early September 1948, as soon as the minister 
returned to Ottawa. Edmonton lawyer Fraser Duncan advised his friend 
Mackinnon privately that Gaherty was “particularly pleased” about the 
deal and had immediately set about ordering all the necessary generating 
equipment and planning construction, with the aim of commencing work 
before the autumn freeze-up.23 

In the end, the officials of the Department of Mines and Resources 
were completely excluded from these final negotiations. The deputy min-
ister and his assistant continued to oppose Calgary Power’s demands but 
reported “that the minister was determined to grant the request and that 
he had received authority from Council [i.e., the cabinet] to do so.” R. A. 
Gibson, the director of the Parks Branch, recognized defeat:

The minister is fully aware, and, I understand, has advised 
council that the officials concerned with the National Parks 
administration are unfavourable to the proposed action as they 
consider it a violation of section 4 of the National Parks Act. It 
is particularly unfortunate that a move of this kind should be 
made when there seems to be good ground for believing that the 
required power could be developed otherwise. However, we have 
failed in our argument on the general question of principle. 
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He asked plaintively to be allowed access to the minister’s confidential files 
containing the correspondence between James Mackinnon and Fraser 
Duncan in order to find out what had been agreed to.24 

Events had moved so rapidly that proponents of wilderness preserva-
tion had no opportunity to organize an effective protest against the Spray 
Lakes development, the threat to which had brought their movement into 
formally organized existence during the 1920s. One civil servant in the 
Parks Branch later confided to the executive secretary of the National 
Parks Association of the United States:

The negotiations in connection with this … withdrawal [of lands 
from the park system] did not cover a very long period, and there 
was not much time to work up any public interest in the matter 
before it was an accomplished fact. There is little use dwelling 
on the matter any further from our standpoint.… We, of course, 
hope that we will never be placed in a situation again where we 
will have to stand up to any further inroads on our National Park 
areas by outside interests.25 

When the decision had already been made, W. J. Selby Walker (once ex-
ecutive secretary of the Canadian National Parks Association) wrote the 
Parks Branch to complain that wartime secrecy no longer prevented a full 
public airing of the issues, as had been the case when the damming of 
Lake Minnewanka had been approved in 1940. Mackinnon merely turned 
Walker’s complaints aside with the response that as an Albertan, he, too, 
was “deeply concerned regarding the maintenance of the attraction of our 
National Parks,” but that there was an acute shortage of power in the prov-
ince and the Spray Lakes development was the “most expeditious” way of 
coping with that. Leaving 200 cfs flowing out of the Spray in the summer 
months would, he insisted, be quite sufficient to preserve the beauty of the 
scenery.26 

Company officials, meanwhile, descended upon Ottawa, demanding 
approval to move heavy construction equipment into Banff National Park 
to begin road construction and the clearing of the dam site, even before 
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the necessary legislation had been presented to Parliament. Mackinnon 
chafed at the reluctance of the Parks Branch to permit the company to 
commence work at once, but his officials seem to have continued a kind of 
low-level guerrilla warfare. When Mackinnon asked for a brief in favour 
of the concession to present to Parliament with the required bill in early 
1949, R. A. Gibson replied that his staff had prepared plenty of material 
“but that our statements were hardly of the character to assist the minister 
with his bill.”27 

In the end, however, the bureaucrats had to bow to the will of their 
minister. James Mackinnon reached agreement with the Alberta gov-
ernment to compel Calgary Power to provide enough additional storage 
capacity to permit the release of 100 cfs down the Spray River during con-
struction so that it would not become simply a dry riverbed along much 
of its upper reaches. Reluctantly, the company accepted this requirement, 
although with the following proviso:

The company must be free to operate the power development 
and the reservoir as it may see fit, and in particular at all times to 
generate any such energy as it may require and to draw down the 
reservoir to the extent it may deem advisable.28 

With this settled, the legislation to amend the National Parks Act by cut-
ting more lands out of Banff National Park began to wend its way through 
Parliament. Having passed the Senate, the second reading debate in the 
House of Commons on March 23, 1949, lasted no more than about ten 
minutes. By the end of the month, the change had become law.29 

The experience of the Parks Branch in overseeing the development of 
more energy from the Spray Lakes by Calgary Power proved as frustrat-
ing as previous dealings with the company. Faced with a steadily growing 
power demand even while the company waited for the new plants fed by 
the Spray Lakes to come into service, Calgary Power drew down the level 
of Lake Minnewanka to unprecedented levels during the summer of 1949, 
which was unfortunately a year when low precipitation made refilling 
the reservoir impossible. By the autumn, the lake contained only about 
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one-third of the usual amount of water. Power demand was rising by more 
than 10 per cent annually, yet the company was able to generate signifi-
cantly less hydroelectricity than under normal conditions.30 

After visiting Banff, Parks Branch director R. A. Gibson complained 
that the shoreline of Lake Minnewanka reminded him

… strongly of the back view of the head[s] of some of the boys 
who used to come down from the Gatineau after a winter in the 
woods; … the barber used to shave their neck[s] half way up the 
back of their heads. Long [mud]flats are noticeable, and while 
these are reasonably tidy they are certainly not attractive, and it 
is altogether a most unnatural layout.… It would seem that the 
action which was taken by parliament with respect to the Spray 
River has convinced the company that they can do about as they 
like in the National Park.

Was there nothing, he asked his officials, that they could do to control the 
level of Lake Minnewanka under Calgary Power’s licence?31 

Not much, as it turned out. The 1947 licence specified only maximum 
and minimum levels, and Lake Minnewanka was currently eleven feet 
higher than the minimum. Although the understanding had been that 
water would not be drawn off during the tourist season, only a change in 
the regulations by cabinet could ensure control over this matter. Despite 
some suspicions that Calgary Power might be drawing more heavily on 
Lake Minnewanka than on its other reservoirs, the Parks Branch decided 
not to pursue the matter in the hope that nature would rectify the problem 
with heavy precipitation.32 

But the autumn rains were not heavy enough, and Calgary Power was 
soon requesting emergency permission to draw down Lake Minnewanka 
four feet below the previous minimum in the spring of 1950. All of the 
company’s steam plants were running at capacity, and if, as hoped, the 
Spray development would be ready by the fall of 1950, no water would 
be released from that watershed into the Bow River during the coming 
winter. If nothing was done, bulk power supplies to the Canada Cement 
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and Alberta Nitrogen would have to be curtailed, and there might even be 
general electricity rationing. Alberta Nitrogen was a particularly vital cus-
tomer since it was a heavy earner of US dollar exchange: almost anything 
was justified to keep current flowing to its ammonia plant near Calgary.33 

The superintendent of Banff National Park predicted that failure to 
accede to Calgary Power’s demands was almost certain to spark a great 
public outcry once the news of a general power shortage leaked out. The 
provincial government would soon jump into the fray and attack Ottawa. 
He, therefore, recommended that the Parks Branch permit the emergency 
drawdown on the understanding that Calgary Power would run its ther-
mal generating stations flat out during the summer of 1950 so as to permit 
Lake Minnewanka to refill. Company lawyer Fraser Duncan lobbied hard 
with the new minister of mines and resources, Colin Gibson (who had 
replaced James Mackinnon in the spring of 1949), and eventually, the 
company was granted permission to take the extra water if necessary.34 

The unhappy relationship between the Parks Branch authorities and 
Calgary Power continued during the construction of the Spray project. 
The plan called for water from the Spray reservoir to be brought by canal 
to the head of Whiteman’s Pass above Canmore and then released to gen-
erating equipment located in the Bow valley far below. Things rarely go 
according to plan, especially plans that involve moving mountains and 
reversing the flow of rivers. Errors of judgement and accidents happen. 
The canal dike was constructed along the steep side of Goat Creek valley 
in winter using frozen material. In November 1950, to meet rising power 
demands, the company raised the flow in the canal to feed its Bow River 
plants. Under this increased pressure, the dike melted and slid into the 
Goat Creek valley. In order to keep the water flowing into the Bow, the 
company then purposefully breached the dike in several places so that 
all the water running down Goat Creek would eventually reach the Bow 
River. That got the water to the Bow power plants, but it also moved a 
debris field into the valley, causing $100,000 worth of flood damage.35 
Re-engineering nature had precipitated a major environmental disaster, 
though it was not called that at the time.
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The company then set about building a wooden flume to carry 700 
cfs, but in January 1951, another breach in the dike led to the decision to 
abandon the canal plan. Instead, Calgary Power’s engineers reverted to 
the more expensive Plan A and started drilling a fourteen-hundred-foot 
tunnel through Chinaman’s Peak (now Ha Ling Peak). Until that was 
completed, the flow from the Spray reservoir into the Bow was cut off 
altogether. Construction errors then provoked a second environmental 
catastrophe. As the snow melted in the spring of 1951, the water began to 
pour over the spillway in the control dam at the head of the Spray River 
at the rate of 1,630 cfs. The valve in the diversion tunnel at the dam could 
have been opened to help cope with the problem, but the engineers were 
afraid to do so as they might not be able to close it again owing to the water 
pressure. Since the company had never expected to release more than the 
required 100 cfs over its dam each summer, no proper channel had been 
cut from the spillway to the Spray riverbed capable of carrying such a vol-
ume of water. The debris flow destroyed fish spawning beds in the river 
and inflicted an estimated $350,000 worth of damage upon the lands and 
buildings inside Banff National Park. Downstream, with the Spray in full 
spate because the Spray Lakes no longer acted as a natural reservoir, the 
CPR’s golf course at the Banff Springs Hotel had to be closed for a time in 
the spring of 1951.36 

Prolonged haggling ensued between the Parks Branch and Calgary 
Power over payment for the damages caused. A formal claim of $244,000 
was countered by an offer from the company of only $103,000. A meeting 
in the office of the deputy minister of resources and development (as the 
portfolio was renamed in early 1950) finally produced an agreement from 
the company to pay $131,000 in compensation. G. A. Gaherty paid over 
this sum in May 1952, although he continued to grumble that Calgary 
Power should really be liable for less than $100,000 but would be magnani-
mous in light of its desire to continue a supposedly friendly relationship 
with the bureaucrats.37 

These engineering problems forced Calgary Power to repeat its re-
quest to draw down Lake Minnewanka below the minimum fixed by li-
cence early in 1951. The failure to complete the Spray project as planned 
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and the redesign of the reservoir had left the company seriously short of 
electricity. Even with its thermal stations running flat out, both Alberta 
Nitrogen and Canada Cement had had to be cut back, and a series of radio 
advertisements were broadcast urging the public to curtail power use. The 
water that would come flooding down the Spray to the Bow in the spring 
might help somewhat, but further cutbacks to industry seemed inevitable. 
Fearful of the outcry that might arise, the Parks Branch again approved 
drawing down Lake Minnewanka by a further four feet.38 

The growing power shortage in southern Alberta was finally dealt with 
later in 1951 when the Spray project came online, adding nearly 100,000 
hp per annum to the capacity of Calgary Power’s system. Not surprisingly, 
the CPR was soon complaining that a summer flow of only 200 cfs in the 
Spray River had created a small stream trickling down a wide, rocky river-
bed through the golf course at the Banff Springs Hotel. The Parks Branch, 
which had predicted this result since the 1920s, could point out that the 
railway had agreed to the reduction in 1948. Because of the spring runoff, 
narrowing the streambed with landscaping seemed unwise; the only solu-
tion was to construct a series of weirs that would distribute the flow more 
evenly. Nature would have to be landscaped to disguise the effects of the 
diversion. Eventually, Calgary Power agreed to bear the cost of this work.39 

That brought the wrangles over the Spray Lakes to an end after thirty 
years of controversy; henceforth, the lakes would function as a power 
reservoir. During those three decades, Banff National Park had its bound-
aries redrawn, its river flows manipulated, and its focal point marked by a 
hydroelectric storage and generating system. The battle had been long and 
drawn out, but it had been decisive. When Calgary Power applied to double 
the capacity of both the Spray and Cascade developments by installing 
additional generators in 1955, the Parks Branch had no objections.40
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Leaving the Bow

During its first forty years, Calgary Power generated its electricity from 
the Bow River.1 Step by step, dam by dam, diversion by diversion, the 
company engineers extracted more and more power from the mountain 
river until in the 1950s, they began to run out of falling water. Eventually, 
to keep pace with the growth of southern Alberta, other primary energy 
sources would have to be found. Starting in the mid-1950s, Calgary Power 
management began investing heavily in the construction of mine-mouth 
thermal electric stations to meet a rising baseload. After having, over a 
half a century, exhausted the hydroelectric possibilities of the Bow and 
rearranged its unsuitable streamflow to increase its operational efficiency, 
the company virtually abandoned the river for new power development 
and adopted a policy long advocated by its critics.

Looking forward from the 1950s, then, the future seems to lead away 
from our subject: path dependence on a hydroelectric technology lead-
ing to conflicts with parks policy. Yes and no. Yes, because over the next 
thirty or more years the quantity of electricity produced from the Bow as 
a proportion of total electricity generated would become an insignificant 
fraction of the total. Thermal dependence would lead the company away 
from the Bow and relieve the pressure on Banff National Park. But the 
dams and diversions would stay. No, because the end of our book looks 
much like the beginning. A private utility company would organize itself 
around a low-cost method of producing electricity based upon a local-
ly abundant natural resource, coal, which in turn would have profound 
environmental consequences. The company would no longer come into 

CHAPTER  11
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direct conflict with Parks policy, but it would – through its mines, emis-
sions, and other disamenities associated with thermal production – strike 
a broader and entirely different bargain with the environment. And this 
time, almost all of Alberta would be locked into this dependence. So let 
us briefly fast forward through this second technological transformation 
so that we might, in our conclusion, look back through it to help put our 
primary narrative in perspective.

In the new scheme of things, the hydroelectric dams on the Bow would 
revert to the secondary role of meeting peak power needs. Yet the shift from 
hydroelectricity to thermal power could only occur gradually as the company 
neared the exhaustion of the Bow waterpowers. In 1950, Calgary Power had 
equipment installed sufficient to produce 82,800 kilowatts (kw) of hydro. In 
the next year alone, enough additional turbines, fed from the Spray Lakes, 
were brought online to almost double existing capacity. Water from the new 
reservoir leaving the Three Sisters control facilities fell 65 feet to produce 
3,000 kw of electricity. It then dropped  a further 900 feet to produce 49,900 
kw at the Spray Plant above Canmore, and another 320 feet to the Rundle 
station in the bottom of the valley to turn out 17,000 kw. Adding to this total 
of 69,900 kw, the additional flow could be used downstream on the Bow for 
the expansion of the Kananaskis Falls plant by 8,900 kw, making an overall 
total of 78,800 kw: within a single year, these new additions almost equaled 
already installed capacity. (See Appendix.)

Over the next decade, the company would continue to try and squeeze 
as much hydraulic energy as possible out of the Bow watershed. To 
improve the efficiency of the plants at Horseshoe Falls (1911), Kananaskis 
Falls (1914), and Ghost River (1929), the company constructed additional 
storage outside the national park system on the Bow’s principal tributary, 
the Kananaskis. This process had begun in 1933 with the building of 
the dams to raise both the Upper and Lower Kananaskis Lakes; in 1947, 
the Barrier dam created a head of 155 feet, which could produce 12,900 
kw as well as store additional water for the Kananaskis and Horseshoe 
plants. In 1955, another storage dam was constructed at Pocaterra on the 
headwaters of the Kananaskis, which permitted the development of 14,900 
kw under a head of 207 feet, and at the same time, the small Interlakes 
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station was erected between Upper and 
Lower Kananaskis Lakes, which could 
turn out 5,000 kw from a 127-foot head.2 
After the late 1950s, hikers to this region 
would discover that for a short section, the 
entire Kananaskis River had been rerouted 
through the company’s metal penstock and 
the former riverbed – a smooth, sculpted 
marble canyon – had been turned into a 
trail.

Meanwhile, with the demand for power 
increasing steadily, the Ghost plant on the 
Bow was expanded by 22,900 kw in 1954, 
bringing its total capacity to 50,900 kw. 
The same year, the provincial government 
manoeuvred Calgary Power into building 
a fifty-foot high dam at Bearspaw, just out-

side the western limits of Calgary, to alleviate the winter floods apparently 
caused by the increased winter streamflow.3 Though the company was 
reluctant to do this, it was able to recoup some of the cost by installing 
a 16,900 kw generating station there. Upstream, the Cascade plant in 
Banff National Park, built to meet an emergency wartime power shortage, 
was expanded in 1957 to add 17,900 kw of new capacity. Finally, further 
gains from the Spray Lakes project were achieved in 1960 that more than 
doubled the output of the Spray powerhouse with an additional 52,900 kw, 
while a second unit was added at the Rundle station lower down to bring 
its potential from 17,000 kw to 49,900 kw.4 Overall, by 1960, the company 
had added hydroelectric capacity of 163,400 kw to the 161,600 kw that had 
existed on the Bow in 1951 when the Spray plants had first come online.5

Naturally, each of these sizable construction projects had lead times 
of many months before the turbines came into service. As early as 1955, 
president G. A. Gaherty reported to shareholders that the company must 
begin building thermal generating stations if future load growth were to 
be met.6 This represented a fundamental strategic shift for the company, 

G. A. Gaherty, long-time 
president of Calgary 
Power (TransAlta).
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one that an old hydroelectric champion such as Gaherty must have found 
difficult to swallow. Initially, the company hoped to use Alberta’s abun-
dant supplies of natural gas to produce steam, a plan that it began testing 
in 1955 with a 25,000 kw gas turbine located in the Joarcam gas field. 
Eventually, however, the experiment determined that this supply of gas 
was inadequate to produce sustained baseload power.7

Calgary Power began, therefore, to focus instead upon a large thermal 
development at a site forty miles west of Edmonton. At first glance, this 
location seemed a curious choice since the company’s principal markets 
were in southern Alberta and it did not supply wholesale power to the 
provincial capital, which had its own municipal generating system.8 What 
attracted Calgary Power to the Lake Wabamun area, which was outside 
of its market area, was a huge deposit of sub-bituminous coal. This fuel 
could be strip-mined, ground to powder, and used to fire large boilers that 
would draw water directly from the lake and return it there for cooling. 
Moreover, this plant would not require elaborate pollution-control equip-
ment on its exhaust stacks because the coal had an unusually low sulphur 
content averaging just 0.3 per cent.9 At this site, the company believed, 
thermal electricity could be produced at the lowest possible cost. In 1956, 
Calgary Power therefore purchased the shares of the Alberta Southern 
Coal Company, which owned the Wabamun site, securing control of fifty 
million tons of coal reserves.10

What made the scheme economical was the fact that as early as 1930, 
Calgary Power had constructed a 138 kilovolt (kv) transmission line over 
the 190 miles from its new Ghost plant on the Bow to Edmonton. This 
tie line permitted exchanges of current with the municipal system in the 
provincial capital as required, and that link was twinned in 1951.11 Starting 
in 1956, the company upgraded this transmission system – including the 
key links between Ghost, Wabamun, Edmonton, and Calgary – to carry 
230 kv, which made it possible for the company to switch power efficiently 
from all its stations throughout the southern part of the province.12

Obviously, some time would be required to open up the strip mine at 
Lake Wabamun and begin producing sizable amounts of coal, so Gaherty 
and his engineers devised a scheme that would provide the greatest 
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flexibility in expanding Calgary Power’s capacity. In 1955, Calgary Power 
decided to build a 69,000 kw thermal station at Lake Wabamun but to 
use gas while making it convertible to coal later, “[a]gainst the day when 
the use of natural gas as a ‘premium’ fuel, both locally and for export, 
may make its cost prohibitive for power plant use.” This plant came into 
production in 1956, followed two years later by a second unit of the same 
type and size.13 One Wabamun generator was converted to run on coal in 
1963, but the second was not changed over until twenty years later.

Four factors worked together to leave Calgary Power well positioned 
to meet future demand: the company’s rapid expansion of capacity out-
lined above; a slight slowing of load growth as a result of the recession in 
Canada, which began in the late 1950s; the sizable additions to the Spray 
hydro plants in 1960; and a marked reduction in line losses owing to the 
higher voltage tie lines to the Ghost plant. As Gaherty told the sharehold-
ers in 1959, “A few years ago your Company’s system was supplied entirely 
by hydro, but already half of its energy requirements are met from thermal 
plants.” And he went on to point out the advantages of the new set-up: as 
fuel charges declined with rising coal production, generating costs would 
be among the lowest in North America; at the same time, the additions to 
the Spray plants to meet peak needs were an extremely economical way to 
produce more power, costing only $83 per additional kilowatt since the 
capital charges for those dams and reservoirs had already been covered. 
Furthermore, hydraulic plants could be switched on and off as demand 
fluctuated without the time lag required to raise steam at the thermal 
stations. The following year, Gaherty reported that Calgary Power was 
selling 139,000 kw to meet the power requirements of the city of Calgary, 
accounting for 18.6 per cent of its revenues, and had just signed a new 
contract to supply the city’s entire power requirements until 1973, which 
might then total 300,000 kw.14 In 1961, G. H. Thompson, who had taken 
over as president from Gaherty, was able to report that projections of high-
er power demand now justified the opening of a third coal-fired unit at 
Wabamun, this one capable of producing 147,000 kw, or more than twice 
as much as each of the earlier plants there.15
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Four decades after the Horseshoe plant opened, Calgary Power was 
finally able to end its reliance upon hydroelectricity from the Bow water-
shed for its baseload requirements. Nonetheless, hydraulic energy still 
had an important place in the company’s plans. In his penultimate re-
port to shareholders, Gaherty had observed that there were still several 
sites along the Bow, such as Russell, which could be developed to meet 
peaking requirements but that “other considerations” made it desirable to 
look elsewhere for future hydro developments. In fact, the government of 
Alberta was already pressing the company to consider a large dam project 
on the Brazeau River, ninety miles southwest of Edmonton, not initially 
for power purposes but to reduce sharp seasonal fluctuations in the flow 
of the North Saskatchewan at Edmonton to alleviate pollution problems 
and supply water for industry.16 Eventually, the province agreed to finance 
a dam on the Brazeau capable of storing one million acre-feet of water at 
a cost of $14.5 million; the company would only be required to purchase 
the dam once it had installed generating equipment there to meet its peak 
needs. As load growth surged upward in the early 1960s, construction got 
under way on the Big Bend plant on the Brazeau; the plant was ready to 
turn out 165,000 kw by 1965, followed by an expansion of another 190,000 
kw in 1967.17

At the same time, Calgary Power began investigations, in co-oper-
ation with the government, on the future hydroelectric potential of the 
Athabasca River in northern Alberta, with the possibility of using Lesser 
Slave Lake to store water for a plant on the Lesser Slave River. Longer-range 
assessments also started into the use of oil from the Alberta tar sands for 
thermal units and even into the construction of a nuclear plant.

All in all, the company seemed to be in an enviable situation in the 
early 1960s. Thompson pointed out to the shareholders that the low price 
of the coal from the new Whitewood mine at Wabamun would keep the 
cost of the baseload under control. He observed that although the elev-
en hydro plants on the Bow were comparatively small, and two of them 
more than a half century old, now that they had been converted to remote 
control they could be switched on and off as required, so they could “be 
operated and maintained almost indefinitely at a low cost.”18
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One danger to which the company had to be alert was public agita-
tion against a single private power producer serving most of southwestern 
Alberta. Management always argued that fulminations against its “mon-
opoly” were misguided since many of its wholesale contracts with muni-
cipalities and industrial users were the result of competition and could be 
terminated after notice. Barriers to entry by rivals were always weakened 
by the availability of abundant natural gas supplies at the lowest rates 
anywhere in Canada. In 1964, the city bureaucrats of Calgary, Edmonton 
and Red Deer began discussing a municipally owned thermal station on 
the Ardley coalfield near Red Deer. Calgary Power was convinced that 
there was not enough coal to fuel the station but comforted itself with the 
thought that cost estimates for the new plant would demonstrate how eco-
nomical was its wholesale power supply contract with the City of Calgary, 
which accounted for about 20 per cent of total revenues. Eventually, in-
terest in the Ardley plan evaporated, and by the autumn of 1966, a con-
tract had been signed with the city for up to 550,000 kv of power, with 
rates good until 1980, after which either party could terminate with ten 
years’ notice. At the same time, Red Deer also signed a ten-year contract, 
which generated 2 per cent of company revenues, and Edmonton decid-
ed to build a gas-fired plant for its own municipal system. In 1970, the 
City of Lethbridge also signed a twelve-year contract for bulk power and, 
four years later, sold its municipal station to the company. Meanwhile, 
industrial load was growing by 10 per cent per annum, so Calgary Power 
continued to investigate nuclear generation as a future possibility.19

Management remained convinced that for the near term, reliance 
upon thermal generation for the baseload, reserving the hydro plants for 
peak demand, was the proper business strategy. In 1968, a fourth and final 
unit was constructed at Wabamun capable of producing 286,000 kw, near-
ly twice as large as its immediate predecessor. As early as 1960, Calgary 
Power had begun considering another huge strip mine on the south side 
of Lake Wabamun to fuel a number of additional stations, and by 1965, a 
drilling program had revealed reserves of a hundred million tons of coal 
at Highvale in addition to the seventy million–ton reserve at the exist-
ing Whitewood mine to the north. In 1972–73, rights to an additional 
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eighty-eight million tons of reserves were acquired near Highvale. The 
first generating unit at a new mine-generating site called Sundance, with 
a capacity of 286,000 kw, came into operation at the end of 1970, followed 
by another one of similar size in 1973.20

Though the Bow seemed unable to yield any more power, the com-
pany remained interested in developing as much additional hydroelectric 
capacity as possible to meet peak requirements. In the late 1960s, discus-
sions began with Alberta about a dam at Bighorn on the headwaters of the 
North Saskatchewan about eighty miles upstream from Rocky Mountain 
House, “the largest known storage possibility in the province on the east-
ern slopes of the Rocky Mountains.” The provincial government was eager 
to support the project because, like the Brazeau scheme, it would further 
increase the winter flow of the river to alleviate flooding and to use for 
industrial purposes. While the company claimed that the capital cost of 
generating power at Bighorn would be greater than expanding its thermal 
plants nearer Edmonton, it was willing to make a deal since “hydro power 

Wabamun Power Plant (TransAlta).
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does offer certain inherent advantages over thermal power, such as operat-
ing flexibility and stable long term operating costs.” Eventually, agreement 
was arrived at for Calgary Power to construct a three-hundred-foot-high 
dam, fourteen hundred feet long, that would permit storage of 1.165 
million acre-feet of water in the 13,700-acre Lake Abraham, the largest 
man-made body of water in Alberta, and to install equipment that could 
produce up to 120,000 kw. Calgary Power drove a fairly hard bargain with 
the province, extracting a subsidy to compensate for the higher costs of 
developing hydro-power as compared to thermal electricity.21

The completion of Bighorn left Calgary Power with a potential cap-
acity of up to 800,000 kw of hydroelectricity,22 but it effectively brought 
an end to any sizable future hydraulic schemes in the southern part of 
Alberta. Investigations had revealed that another 1.5 million kw might 
be developed at Fort Fitzgerald on the Slave River in the far north of the 
province, but the high cost of the project and the need to transmit current 
460 miles to link up with the company’s high voltage grid at Edmonton 
rendered the plan uneconomical in the current circumstances. When the 
second of the two large stations at Sundance was added to the four units 
at Wabamun in 1973, Calgary Power, with 1,141,000 kw available from its 
coal-fired plants, now had much more thermal than hydraulic capacity 
available. Future growth would rest upon adding to its steam plants.23

The relationship of Calgary Power to the Government of Alberta 
within a broader Canadian context remained anomalous. Some other 
provinces – in the interests of accelerating economic growth, developing 
resources to the fullest extent, and equalizing economic opportunity  – 
had nationalized their electric utilities in the postwar era. Neighbouring 
British Columbia was among the last of the provinces to go this route. As 
we have seen, Alberta, under Social Credit management, had decisively 
rejected that option after the war. As long as the private companies kept 
ahead of demand and maintained relatively low prices, the province, both 
ideologically and fiscally, preferred a lightly regulated private sector to a 
quantum increase in the role and size of the public sector. Still, there were 
issues to be resolved. At the end of the 1960s, the company began to con-
cern itself with its long-term relations with government. In 1968, Alberta 
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municipalities pressured the province to bring municipally owned systems 
under a revised Power Commission Act that would grant them exclusive 
franchises in their service areas. Calgary Power successfully opposed such 
a change, arguing that it would make it possible for a local government to 
expropriate private power producers if permitted to annex new territory.24

The company then turned its attention to trying to simplify and 
regularize its relations with the province. For the first thirty years of its 
existence, Calgary Power had dealt exclusively with the federal Department 
of the Interior for land leases and water rights, whether on provincial land 
or Indian reserves, or inside the national park system. In 1929, however, a 
federal-provincial agreement transferred all remaining lands and natural 
resources to Alberta, which was confirmed by concurrent legislation the 
following year. When Calgary Power applied to begin construction of the 
dams at the Kananaskis Lakes in 1931, it procured its first water storage 
licence from the province. Yet Ottawa remained intimately involved 
in the company’s affairs: the overlap of land ownership, water rights, 
national park territory, and Indian reserves continued. For instance, the 
1942 Cascade project required a licence from the federal Department of 
Mines and Resources and the passage of the Natural Resources Transfer 
(Amendment) Act of 1941, as well as Alberta’s approval to divert the upper 
Ghost River into Lake Minnewanka to store more water. While the original 
federal licences to use water at Horseshoe and Kananaskis were for terms 
of twenty-one years, renewable for additional twenty-one-year periods, 
this Cascade licence, like several other provincial ones, ran for a term 
of fifty years.25 A new federal-provincial agreement in September 1945, 
later confirmed by concurrent legislation in both Ottawa and Edmonton, 
transferred all the rights and obligations of the federal government to 
Alberta but still left a situation of Byzantine complexity that seemed to 
favour nobody except a few lawyers.26

Inflation brought the pressure for change to a head. By 1970, Calgary 
Power was becoming concerned that the rising cost of new generating 
capacity might render it very difficult to earn a decent rate of return on 
its investment. Power rates fixed around the time of World War II had 
been reduced significantly owing to large plants using low-cost coal, but 
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management now concluded that an across-the-board rate increase was 
required in order to raise additional capital from outside investors instead 
of continuing to rely upon retained earnings.27 In 1969, an advisory 
committee recommended to the Alberta government that the company 
should be treated in the same way as all other utilities, and negotiations 
were entered into that would make the terms of its various agreements and 
licences with Ottawa and Edmonton more or less uniform. In September 
1972, Calgary Power signed an agreement with the Alberta Department of 
the Environment that would make it subject only to the provincial Water 
Power Regulations in order to facilitate future rate hearings.28

The company hastened to apply to the Alberta Public Utilities 
Board for a large rate increase. Within two years, Calgary Power had 
been granted a rise of 20.5 per cent over its 1972 rates, and the company 
immediately requested an additional 17.6 per cent rise, which was allowed 
on an interim basis pending further hearings. The decision to rely upon 
coal-fired thermal stations seemed to be confirmed by the rapid rise in oil 
and natural gas prices sparked by OPEC during the 1970s. With millions 
of tons of reserves in its strip mines around Lake Wabamun, Calgary 
Power management authorized the construction of four new generating 
stations at Sundance, each with an unprecedented capacity of more than 
350,000 kw; the new stations came into service between 1976 and 1980. 
(See Appendix.)

The scale of these operations created new pressures on the company. In 
1923, management had attempted to convince Parks Branch bureaucrats 
that the unsightly mudflats and decaying vegetation that would surround 
Lake Minnewanka when its level was drawn down to produce power would 
“resemble a bold seacoast at low tide.”29 During the next quarter century, 
Calgary Power wrangled with the Parks Branch lobby and wilderness 
preservationists over plans to transform the Spray Lakes into a power 
reservoir. The company eventually got its way with both Lake Minnewanka 
and the Spray Lakes development by arguing that the growing demand for 
hydroelectricity in southern Alberta must be met. But the development of 
half a dozen huge new thermal stations around Lake Wabamun, along with 
the growing sensitivity of public opinion concerning the environmental 
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impact of economic activity, had begun to change the situation. A. W. 
Howard’s 1970 report to shareholders described for the first time a plan 
to minimize air pollution from the plants at Sundance by constructing 
five-hundred-foot exhaust stacks to disperse nitrogen oxides higher into 
the atmosphere. Beginning the following year, for the first time, the 
company’s annual report contained a section headed “The Environment,” 
in which the president admitted that such large thermal stations could not 
be operated without “some prejudicial effects.”30 Tighter regulation by the 
Alberta Health Department soon required the company to take other steps 
to control the environmental impact of thermal generation. Electrostatic 
fly ash precipitators installed on the stacks were designed to capture nearly 
all the solid particulates in the exhaust gases.31 Calgary Power sought to 
recoup part of the cost of these devices by creating a subsidiary called 
Western Fly Ash, which marketed some of the ash to manufacturers of 
concrete blocks and the like. By 1970, the company was mining about two 
million tons of coal for the Wabamun plant alone, with huge draglines 
stripping topsoil off hundreds of acres, and, recognizing that damage to 
the environment was likely to arouse criticism, it began restoring 250 
acres at the Whitewood mine. By 1980, the Highvale mine was producing 
an additional 6.5 million tons of coal, and the topsoil had been replaced 
on over fourteen hundred acres at the two mines; the reclaimed land was 
seeded with alfalfa with yields comparable to other areas of the province.32

As power production increased from the power plants around the 
shores of Lake Wabamun, protests began to be heard from cottage owners 
and fishing enthusiasts that the discharge of millions of gallons of heated 
water was promoting the growth of aquatic weeds. The company started 
harvesting weeds in 1972, while arguing that more time and research 
on nutrient supply and penetration by sunlight was required to solve 
the problem. The following year, however, the Alberta Energy Resources 
Conservation Board shifted the onus to Calgary Power for showing that the 
heat added to the lake was not having an adverse effect; the board ordered 
the immediate construction of a twelve-hundred-acre cooling pond fed 
by water brought from the North Saskatchewan River by an eight-mile 
pipeline at a cost of $23 million, to be completed by 1975. Meanwhile, 
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the company promised to spend $80 million over the next three years on 
ecological research on the lake, including a study with the Department of 
Agriculture on whether warm water irrigation would enhance crop yields. 
In an effort to fend off critics, management argued that its hydroelectric 
plants already contributed 

… significantly towards abatement of pollution on the North 
Saskatchewan and Bow Rivers. Water stored in our reservoirs 
from the spring and summer runoff is released during the period 
of low natural flow in winter. In addition to providing water for 
communities, industry and others, the dilution of industrial and 
municipal wastes by this additional water is an important factor 
in preventing serious pollution problems to downstream users in 
winter months. 

Eventually, the ecological studies of Lake Wabamun failed to produce 
conclusive evidence that discharge water from the company’s plants 
needed to be cooled, and the Energy Resources Conservation Board was 
persuaded not to order expensive remedial measures; instead, the board 
allowed the company to deal with the problem through weed harvesting, 
pending a final board decision in 1979.33

With inflation becoming a serious concern for such a capital-intensive 
industry, Calgary Power convinced the Public Utilities Board in 1975 to 
fix its power rates for a two-year test period at a level to provide a return 
on common shares of $3.40 for the first year and $3.75 for the second. This 
rise gave a boost to investor confidence, which permitted the sale of 1.3 
million new common shares in a sales campaign entitled “Opportunity 
for Albertans.” At another round of hearings before the Public Utilities 
Board, the company sought to demonstrate that the capital cost of 
Sundance units #1 and #2 had been $184 per kw, while units #3 and #4, 
which were expected to come onstream over the next two years, would 
require $288 per kw, an increase of 57 per cent. The company therefore 
asked for further increases in rates to raise its per share earnings to $4.18 
in 1977 and $4.57 in 1978.34
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With world petroleum prices continuing to rise during the 1970s, 
Calgary Power became even more firmly committed to increasing its 
coal-fired generating capacity;35 the company completed the Sundance 
development with a sixth unit, opened in 1980, bringing that station’s 
potential output up to 1,987,000 kw. Exploratory work meanwhile revealed 
another sizable deposit of low-sulphur, non-bituminous coal only five 
miles away at Keephills. In addition, the company purchased additional 
coal reserves near Lake Wabamun from both PanCanadian Petroleum 
and Fording Coal, adding over 65 million tons to its supplies, and in the 
early 1980s, Calgary Power acquired over 90 per cent of Dome Petroleum’s 
coal holdings near the existing Highvale mine, increasing its reserves 
to more than one billion tons. With economical fuel supplies assured, 
Calgary Power began the construction of the first of two 377,000 kw units 
at Keephills, one of which opened in 1983, the second the following year.36

In 1980, seeking to consolidate its position in Alberta’s electricity 
supply industry, Calgary Power split its common shares on a three-for-one 
basis and purchased a 40 per cent interest in Canadian Utilities Limited, 
which controlled a group of utilities that supplied most of the northern and 
eastern regions of the province with whom interconnections had already 
been established at several points. To reflect its expansion, the company 
changed its name to TransAlta Utilities Corporation in 1981; at the same 
time, it created a subsidiary called TransAlta Resources to hold this equity 
interest since these earnings were not directly regulated by the province. 
The following year, however, in an effort to block a complete takeover, 
Canadian Utilities acquired a 21 per cent interest in TransAlta Utilities. 
A few weeks later, the two companies signed an agreement concerning 
the future divestiture of their interlocking ownership positions in each 
other: for the next three years, neither TransAlta nor Canadian Utilities 
would attempt to gain voting control of each other or of ATCO (which 
controlled Canadian Utilities). This standstill arrangement led to a 
decision by TransAlta in November 1984 to negotiate the sale of its interest 
in Canadian Utilities and unlock their equity interests in one another.37

While these corporate manoeuvres were under way, demand for 
electricity in Alberta was predicted to continue to grow rapidly. In response, 
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TransAlta began planning for a large new thermal generating station near 
Hanna on the Sheerness coalfield, about one hundred miles northeast of 
Calgary, to be jointly owned with Alberta Power Limited (as Canadian 
Utilities Limited had been renamed). Although load growth was slowed 
by the economic recession of the late 1980s, the two units at Sheerness, 
each capable of turning out 366,000 kw, were brought into production 
in 1986 and 1990, with TransAlta’s half interest in the project giving it a 
total thermal generating capacity of 3,676 kw. (See Appendix.) In 1983, 
the company built its first 500 kv transmission line from Keephills (at 
Lake Wabamun) to Edmonton and, two years later, added another 500 kv 
line from Calgary through the Crowsnest Pass to link up with the British 
Columbia power grid. Since BC Hydro was already connected to other 
very large systems in the Pacific Northwest, all of which produced their 
baseload from hydroelectric plants, this tie permitted TransAlta to use its 
coal-fired plants for more efficient load management and to bank energy 
credits by taking off-peak hydroelectricity from outside Alberta.38

With power supplies now almost totally generated by three producers 
(TransAlta, Alberta Power, and Edmonton Power), the Alberta government 
decided to try and eliminate rate disparities between various types of 
customers in different parts of the province.39 On September 1, 1982, the 
Alberta Electric Energy Marketing Agency (EEMA) began to purchase 
all current at prices approved by the Public Utilities Board. The costs of 
the three generating systems were then averaged and an EEMA price 
established for the utilities companies to resell power to their customers 
over the coming year.40 Since TransAlta was the lowest-cost producer, it 
repurchased its power from EEMA at a premium, which had to be passed 
on to its customers, leading to rate increases that were phased in over a 
five-year period.41 By 1990, TransAlta was generating over 70 per cent of 
Alberta’s electricity, 93 per cent of which came from coal-fired plants. The 
three huge strip mines at Whitewood, Highvale, and the Montgomery 
mine at Sheerness (co-owned with Alberta Power) were producing 15.7 
million tons of coal – equal to 23 per cent of total Canadian production.42

Although hydroelectricity accounted for a mere 7 per cent of 
TransAlta’s power production in 1990, the company still had every reason 
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to value its hydraulic plants. Even the small stations on the Bow River could 
be turned on with little delay to meet peak power needs, and a symbol 
of their complete integration into the wider system was the shift of the 
control of hydro generation from its historical location at the Kananaskis 
dam at Seebe to a broader Systems Control Centre in Calgary in 1985. 
Furthermore, in that same year, rather than being the focus of criticism 
for its impact on the environment, as had often been the case in earlier 
decades, the company could advertise that it had received the Bighorn 
Award, Alberta’s highest commendation for wildlife conservation, as a 
result of eight years of co-operation with the Stony Plain Fish and Game 
Association.43

Yet the environmental issues raised by hydroelectric generation still 
had the potential to arouse controversy. On this occasion, the anxiety 
arose downstream rather than upstream. In 1984, the Alberta Water 
Resources Commission convened a series of public hearings on its 
South Saskatchewan River Basin Planning Program dealing with water 
use priorities in the entire watershed south of Red Deer. A whole range 
of interested parties testified at sessions held across southern Alberta 
concerning the use of water for purposes such as irrigation, industry, power 
production, and recreation. TransAlta officials seized the opportunity to 
point out that there were plenty of potential conflicts and to defend its 
water utilization policies. The need for water storage to generate electricity 
during the winter often clashed with summer irrigation requirements, 
since farmers downstream were likely to demand more releases in a dry 
year even though lower precipitation in the mountains might cut down 
the flow of the Bow at the same time. Hydroelectricity probably supplied 
one-third of Calgary’s winter power needs as a source of speedy, flexible 
supplies to meet peak fluctuations. Yet the Bearspaw dam, just to the west 
of the city, also had to be managed to even out large seasonal fluctuations 
in the river’s flow to dilute pollution, provide water supply, and control 
flooding, while providing enough volume to satisfy the irrigators along 
the lower Bow.44

In a written brief to the Alberta Water Resources Commission, 
TransAlta contended that any changes required to the company’s pattern 
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of reservoir management on the Bow that could affect generating capacity 
would result in higher power rates. The most efficient possible use should 
be made of scarce water supplies, but power consumers ought not to have 
to finance benefits enjoyed by irrigators. The company also downplayed 
the recreational potential of its reservoirs on the upper river for fishing 
and boating, noting that shifting water levels on the shorelines were an 
impediment to such activities.45 The dams may have lost much of their 
importance as primary energy producers, but they rose in importance as 
recreational resources. The surges in flow downstream from the dam when 
the turbines were suddenly turned on attracted whitewater kayakers, and 
the mountain reservoirs had become magnets for campers and canoeists.

That the conflict between users of the reservoirs remained a lively and 
contentious issue was clear from the testimony of Jim Blake, mayor of the 
Ghost Lake Summer Village, which sprang into existence at the Ghost 
dam each year. Blake reported that TransAlta virtually drained the lake 
each winter and spring down to a level of 3,884 feet above sea level (asl), 
only starting to refill it in the first week of July. The summer residents, who 
since 1952 had joined the eight or nine permanent families to make up a 
seasonal population of 189, needed the lake filled to the brim at 3,906 feet 
asl for safe boating and swimming. In 1983, the company had promised 
that the water would stay at 3,906 from July 1 on, but when Blake went to 
look, he discovered that the level had been lowered between four and six 
feet, leaving a wide band of mud and rock exposed around the shoreline. 
The next year, TransAlta had not even started to raise the lake level until 
August 1, and then only to 3,904 feet asl. With a serious frost putting an 
end to most recreational uses in the second week of September, Blake 
noted, “this makes a very short summer.” He demanded that the refilling 
of Ghost Lake be started earlier and be held at the promised maximum 
throughout the swimming and boating season.46

Other witnesses expressed fears about schemes to build more dams 
along the Bow. For the previous two decades, there had been rumours 
that the government intended to build a new barrier east of Calgary. The 
likeliest site was downstream from the point at which the Highwood River 
joined the Bow near Dalemead: this would create a huge reservoir that 
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would back up the water as far as the eastern suburbs of the city. This dam, 
which would be constructed mainly for irrigation purposes, might also 
permit an interbasin transfer as part of a larger scheme to redistribute 
water supplies across southern Alberta. At the Water Resources 
Commission hearings in November 1984, Neil Jennings of the Bow River 
Protection Society expressed fears that the plan was “almost inescapable,” 
though “that possibility frightens us, it angers us, and it saddens us beyond 
words.”47 Should it be built, the dam would sound the “death knell” for 
the world-famous fishery on the Bow below Calgary, creating instead “an 
enormous sewage lagoon.”48

From TransAlta’s point of view, the Bow plants existed primarily to 
be turned on and off to meet peaks in demand. Other uses – recreation, 
sanitation, irrigation – might be accommodated from time to time, 
but conflicts between optimization of operations within the TransAlta 
distribution system received the highest priority. However, as the Bow 
River’s contribution to the grid declined to virtual insignificance, it 
became harder and harder to defend such a position.

By the late twentieth century, ninety years after entrepreneurs like Max 
Aitken had begun to eye the hydroelectric potential of the Bow, the flow of 
the river below Banff was almost entirely the product of engineering. The 
dam operators for TransAlta Utilities, the water and sewage managers of 
the City of Calgary and other cities, the fish biologists, and the irrigation 
co-operatives determined how many cubic metres of water passed any 
given point. Some things had not changed all that much: in 1955 (before 
the dramatic expansion of the three stations fed by the Spray Lakes), 
Calgary Power generated 1.728 billion kwh of hydroelectric current, while 
by 1994 (with those additions in the late 1950s plus the two large hydraulic 
developments in the North Saskatchewan watershed at Big Bend and 
Brazeau in the 1960s), TransAlta produced 1.574 billion kwh of hydro to 
meet peak power needs.49 The only variables not subject to human control 
seemed to be the level and timing of precipitation in Alberta, the size of 
the snowpack in the mountains along the upper Bow, and the warmth of 
the weather during the spring runoff, although some people had already 
suggested trying cloud-seeding to increase available water supplies.50
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The engineered river had become such an accepted fact of life that the 
town manager of Cochrane, just west of Calgary, told the Alberta Water 
Resources Commission during the 1984 hearings that his main concern 
was that TransAlta’s Ghost dam might cease to be used to generate 
electricity. Should this occur, the seasonal fluctuations that had kept the 
Bow ice-free in winter would end, and a steady flow “would undoubtedly 
result in much of the river freezing solid during extended cold spells. Our 
raw water intake for the municipal water supply has been constructed 
on the basis of daily fluctuations.” A rise in the river level would harm 
recreational uses and reduce economic benefits to the town by reducing 
visitor traffic to the area.51 Humans had adjusted their behaviour to this 
“second nature” of the engineered Bow, especially its recreation potential 
and its altered flow behaviour.

Meanwhile, upriver near Banff each spring and early summer, boaters 
and fishers would continue to raise their eyes to the mountains encircling 
Lake Minnewanka, trying to ignore the broad mudflats littered with 
stumps that the drawdown of the power reservoir for TransAlta’s Cascade 
plant still required. In winter, Calgarians could sleep more soundly in 
the knowledge that the engineers at the Bearspaw dam were attempting 
to manage the ice buildup along the Bow so as to prevent any disastrous 
floods. Down below the city, the fishers would return each spring to cast 
for wild trout, which now bred naturally among the plants that grew there 
thanks to the nutrient loads flowing out of Calgary’s sewage plants. Over 
the past ninety-odd years, a new kind of “natural” waterway had evolved 
out of the wilderness river that had first attracted the hydraulic engineers 
soon after the turn of the century.
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Conclusion

With great effort and ingenuity – not to mention expense – Calgary Power 
had managed to make the Bow River a much more efficient producer of 
hydroelectricity by the 1960s. At that point, driven by the unbottled genie 
of Alberta’s oil-fuelled economic growth, the company turned from the 
province’s rivers to its coalfields for a source of primary energy to meet the 
demand for electricity. In this new dispensation, the Bow’s role reverted to 
that of spot power producer to meet peak demand and backup in the event 
of emergencies within the core thermal system.

Dammed and plumbed to hold back water until it was needed by 
the generators, the Bow had been redesigned during the first half of the 
twentieth century to surrender more power than nature had originally 
intended. It was subsequently eclipsed as a source of electricity. It remains, 
by way of conclusion, to ask what this hydroelectric engineering meant for 
the river and the national park. And, now that waterpower has shrunk to 
relative insignificance, what has kept all of those dams, diversion works, 
and reservoirs in place?

The history of the electrification of Edmonton and Calgary presents 
contrasting experiences of system development. Both actually began in a 
similar fashion, supplying civic, commercial, residential, and industrial 
needs from centrally located thermal electric stations. Edmonton con-
tinued down that path, generating electricity from locally available coal 
and gas and distributing it to the city and, with surplus capacity, to the 
surrounding region. Power lines radiated out to the region from the city of 
Edmonton. Calgary’s municipal utility, by contrast, gave up generating its 

CHAPTER  12
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own power in the 1920s, preferring instead to perform retail distribution 
of wholesale power purchased from the Calgary Power hydroelectric sys-
tem. Edmonton paid a price for its electrical autarchy in power rates sig-
nificantly higher than those prevailing throughout the period in Calgary.

Geography explains part of the divergence. Edmonton, located astride 
the large North Saskatchewan River, nevertheless lacked convenient 
waterpower of the necessary scale, situated as it was further east from 
the foothills and the mountains on the open prairie. The nearest indus-
trial-scale waterpowers lay hundreds of kilometres to the west, high up in 
the mountains. In that context, owning and operating a municipal plant 
in the city made sense. Calgary, however, had what appeared to be indus-
trial-strength waterpower close at hand, although as we have seen, that ap-
pearance proved illusory. Nevertheless, as the power company succeeded 
in re-engineering the river, producing electricity at prices lower than the 
city could generate at its thermal station, the city retreated to urban dis-
tribution functions. Meanwhile, Calgary Power’s system grew around the 
city as a regional grid, with the city as the core demand source.

Alberta thus developed with two dominant electric utilities employing 
different energy sources and based upon different business models. These 
two systems would remain geographically isolated until the 1950s, when 
system growth and provincial utilities regulation brought the two util-
ities into physical and institutional contact. As Calgary Power moved its 
generating capacity north to the coalfields closer to Edmonton, co-opera-
tive upstream hydroelectric development of expensive waterpower sites 
on the tributaries of the North Saskatchewan River became financially 
possible, and provincial regulation smoothed the way to intersystem grid 
management.

In theory, at any point before the mid 1950s, Calgary Power could have 
given up on hydroelectricity and opted for thermal electric production. 
Alberta had lots of coal begging for markets; that’s why the coal operators 
joined the parks advocates in opposing the Spray Lakes development in 
the 1920s. The technology was available and, when adapted at scale, pro-
duced reasonably priced electricity. The publicly owned Edmonton elec-
tric utility took this thermal power route from the outset. Later, oil and 
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gas presented power-generating possibilities. But Calgary Power could not 
bring itself to take that step until it ran out of river to plumb.

Nothing absolutely constrained the company. No iron shackles bound 
it to the river. Rather, the company managers’ own imagination limited 
their reasoning to the hydroelectric option. Technological momentum or 
path dependence – this phenomenon has been called both – put blinkers 
on management thinking.1 This reflex was partly a justification of past de-
cisions that had set the company on the hydroelectric path, but it was also 
due to professional bias. The managers were all hydroelectric engineers, 
true believers in the superior cleanliness and efficiency of hydroelectricity. 
It was partly, too, an economic quest, a search for electricity at the low-
est possible operating cost. And it was a conventional modernist way of 
thinking about costs being restricted to certain kinds of things, a type of 
accounting that excluded aesthetic, scenic, and environmental consider-
ations from the cost calculation. Convenience figured in the equation as 
well: it was always easier, faster, and possibly cheaper, right up until the 
end, to continue machining the river than it was rethinking the whole 
process and investing in an entirely different way of doing things. Calgary 
Power became a captive of an early technological choice. A perverse 
rationality drove it, in the face of opposition and viable alternatives, to 
continue to invest in redesigning and machining a mountain river. A very 
Canadian obsession with hydroelectricity possessed the management of 
Calgary Power for three generations. Ultimately, the force behind the re-
design of a river and a national park emanated from the grooved thinking 
of a power corporation.

Corporate strategy may also have played a part in this Bow River fix-
ation: occupying territory and thus denying important assets to competi-
tors took priority. However, there are limits to this line of thought. After 
the early elimination of a rival bidder on Kananaskis Falls, the provincial 
government itself remained the most likely competitor for waterpower 
resources and for the electric utility business. That made for a very deli-
cate dance between the government and the company, who were at once 
potential competitors, controller of the resource and supplicant, regulator 
and regulated, and allies in negotiations with the federal government. The 
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power company had to finesse its way forward in a situation where the 
province might at any time enter its business as a rival and takeover threat, 
or where the provincial government might back the company as its policy 
instrument of choice.

In the playing out of this drama, nothing appears to have been inevit-
able or predetermined. The Province of Alberta explored the possibility 
of creating a provincial electric system in the 1920s, just as it had ear-
lier created a provincial telephone system. The Hydro-Electric Power 
Commission of Ontario had famously – or notoriously – paved the way. 
But then the Great Depression, followed by a world war, crushed any 
thoughts of state expansion for a generation by drying up revenues, freez-
ing provincial credit, and seizing taxation room (especially, during the 
war, by the federal government). After the war, “provincialization” of the 
electric industry once again loomed as a real possibility. A more tradition-
al conservative provincial government might well have gone forward with 
such a project. Manitoba and Saskatchewan had already gone this route, 
as had Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Quebec. Besides, an out-of-
province, eastern-controlled public utility seemed particularly vulnerable 
to Alberta’s populist politics. But the Social Credit government of Ernest 
Manning was not a conventional conservative government. Its ideological 
obsession with communism and the Cold War raised ideological barriers 
against this kind of statism even though public ownership of electricity 
had strong support in Social Credit’s strong populist constituencies and 
within Calgary and Edmonton – both of which had municipal-owned sys-
tems. But the timing of things mattered. Who could have predicted that 
the province would take a self-denying ordinance in this critical period? A 
conservative government like that of W.A.C. Bennett in British Columbia, 
or a more consciously province-building progressive conservative gov-
ernment like that of Peter Lougheed in Alberta in the 1970s, might have 
followed a different course. But Calgary Power survived in the postwar era 
by virtue of Premier Manning’s Cold War ideological abhorrence of state 
enterprise. As a result, an investor-owned, private utility flourished in 
Alberta, a lone holdout against the pattern of provincial hydro companies 
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that characterized postwar Canada. Political events far from Alberta had 
a profound influence upon the structure of its electricity industry.

The private versus public ownership debate complicated power issues 
in Alberta, but it did not have much influence on whether the waterpower 
resources of the upper Bow would be developed. The resolution of this de-
bate would determine who would be in charge of development. After pro-
tracted negotiations interrupted and influenced by extraneous events – the 
Depression, World War II, and the Cold War – Calgary Power was able, 
with provincial backing, to complete its program of Bow River remediation 
to maximize its hydroelectric output.

The combination of an ability to produce more power more efficiently 
and to sell more power at lower prices made for a much more profitable 
company. Graph 12.1 attempts to capture the gradually improving prof-
itability of the Calgary Power Company over time. The measure – re-
ported net surplus as a proportion of book value of assets – is not the 
best measure, but it is the only one at our disposal for an extended per-
iod. Nor should the specific figures be given too much weight: the longer 
term trends are more significant. Accounting legerdemain and very lax 

Graph 12.1. Long-term profitability of Calgary Power TransAlta Utilities, 1911–1985. 
Source: Compiled from data obtained from Calgary Power and TransAlta Annual 
Reports.
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financial regulation gave management the ability to manipulate finan-
cials to some extent. Nonetheless, the trend lines show that over time, 
management was gradually able to improve the financial performance of 
the company up to the late 1920s. The Great Depression and World War II 
had a deep impact on profitability, but in the postwar era, on the strength 
of a much more efficient hydroelectric generating system, rapid growth 
in southern Alberta followed by extremely low-cost thermal electric pro-
duction at mine-mouth plants raised the company to new and sustained 
levels of profitability in the 6 per cent range. It took time, an enormous 
investment, and almost half a century of struggle to stabilize the fortunes 
of Calgary Power.

Upon completion in the late 1950s, Calgary Power’s river management 
system consisted of the following:

 • Three diversions: the Upper Ghost into Lake Minnewanka, the 
Spray River into the Bow at Canmore, and Smith-Dorrien Creek 
into the Spray Lakes

 • Eight storage reservoirs: Lake Minnewanka, two at Spray 
Lakes, two at Kananaskis Lakes, Barrier Lake, Ghost Lake, and 
Bearspaw Lake

 • Eleven hydroelectric generating stations: Cascade (36 mw), 
Rundle (50 mw), Spray (103 mw), Three Sisters (3 mw), Pocaterra 
(15 mw), Interlakes (5 mw), Barrier (13 mw), Kananaskis (19 
mw), Horseshoe (14 mw), Ghost (51 mw), and Bearspaw (17 mw)2

Together, these facilities, rated at 326 megawatts (mw), made possible the 
generation of 837 gigawatt hours of electricity annually. After these facili-
ties were in place, no significant waterpower sites remained undeveloped 
on the upper river. Two possible locations below Calgary would be costly 
to develop and would destroy the most popular trout-fishing reaches.3 For 
all intents and purposes, the Bow was tapped out as a power source by the 
mid-1950s.
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The Bow had become, in the words of environmental historian Richard 
White, an “organic machine.”4 Not only had its power been captured for 
use, but the river itself had been re-engineered to make more power and 
more reliable power. Nature and technology had become so intertwined as 
to be inseparable. The Bow remained a natural phenomenon, beloved by 
tourists and residents alike, much visited, used, and photographed, but it 
was “second nature” reworked by human ingenuity to serve human needs.

Over the course of half a century, through the addition of upper water-
shed storage reservoirs, the flow of the river had been significantly altered. 
Early summer peak flows had been shaved by storing water upstream 
for release in the fall and winter, which effectively doubled the “natural” 
streamflow during those periods. 

It is not possible, given the state of the data, to compare streamflow 
before hydroelectric storage with streamflow after the system became 
operational. First, as noted earlier, detailed streamflow data were not 
collected before 1911. Reliable and comparable data exist only from 1912 
onward. But by that time, the first Lake Minnewanka dam had already 
gone into service, slightly modifying streamflow patterns. Thus, our com-
parison shows not before and after, but rather minimal streamflow regula-
tion against full management. It is quite likely that the differences between 
unregulated and regulated regimes would have been even greater had we 
been able to obtain recorded levels of unimpeded river flow, but we must 
make do with a best approximation. Second, the river never flows in exact-
ly the same quantity or with the same pattern of variability, thus skewing 
year-to-year comparisons. The graphs presented in this chapter, therefore, 
should be thought of as suggestive and illustrative rather than definitive. 
They are also more of a statistical artefact than a precise representation of 
an observed phenomenon. Averages often mask large differences within 
the period, and they certainly do so in mountain river measurement.

The graphs are based upon average actual weekly mean flow records 
in cubic metres per second (m3/s) for the Bow River at Calgary.5 The num-
bers are averages of a series of means. To compare two periods, we have 
averaged these means in two series, the 1910s (1912–20) and the 1960s 
(1960–69). To compare the flow at different times of the year, we have 
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selected two periods: April to July (weeks 18 to 30) to capture peak flow 
trends and January to March (weeks 1 to 12) to register low flow perform-
ance. During these two periods, the total flow of the river was compar-
able but not identical, an average of 3,409,022 dam3 (1 dam3 = 1,000 cubic 
metres) in the 1910s and 3,116,798 dam3 in the 1960s. It should be borne 
in mind, therefore, that the total average flow during the earlier period 
slightly exceeded that of the later period. Nevertheless, the changes in 
streamflow are quite clear.

Graphs 12.2a and 12.2b show that in the 1910s, streamflow after week 
23 substantially exceeded streamflow recorded during the 1960s. Early 
peak flows were higher, or, alternatively, the 1960s summer peaks were 
much lower than before. In the interim, and especially after the 1940s, the 
missing water (the area between the two lines on the graph) was retained 
upstream in the company’s reservoirs to be released as needed. The graph 
covering the first three months of the year, shows the effects of releasing 
stored water in the winter months during periods of traditionally low flow. 
Storage effectively doubled the “natural” flow of the river in the 1960s. 
The next graph (12.3) compares two years of almost identical quantities of 
streamflow, 1912 and 1966. Here, the shaving of the peak and the doubling 
of winter streamflow can also be seen in the much lower curve in summer 
for the 1960s and the much higher winter flows on the tails of the curve 
on either side of the peak. On the left side of the chart, 1960s flow levels 
were approximately twice those of 1912 until week 19. Then the 1912 flow 
peaked at much higher levels and stayed higher until week 45, when stor-
age releases in 1966 resumed.

Storage smoothed out the variation, but not completely. In its stream-
flow profile, the Bow remained a mountain river, but one of moderated 
extremes. Graphs 12.4a and 12.4b profile streamflow during two periods: 
1912 to 1942 with minimal storage capability and 1960 to 1990 when the 
storage system was fully operational. In outline, both are quite similar pro-
files of a mountain river with highly seasonal variations in streamflow. A 
close comparison of the scale of the vertical axis on the graphs measuring 
flow in cubic metres per second reveals, however, that the maximum (over 
1,000), median (900), and minimum (600) levels of the peaks were much 
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Graphs 12.2a and 12.2b. A comparison of the winter and summer flow of the Bow River 
at Calgary before upstream storage (1910s) and with storage in full operation (1960s). 
Source: Environment Alberta, South Saskatchewan River Basin Historical Natural 
Flows, 1912–1995, CD-ROM version 2.02.
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higher in the earlier period than later – 700, 600, and 400, respectively. 
In contrast, maximum, median, and minimum flows were much higher 
(between 100 and 200) later in the twentieth century than in the earlier 
period (all under 100). The curve had been flattened somewhat: the peaks 
had been lowered and the tails raised.

Calgary’s growing demand for electricity, combined with capital and 
hydroelectric technology following the logic of path dependence, created a 
“second nature” on the Bow River. In the sense best described by William 
Cronon in the case of Chicago, commodity flows into and out of the city 
altered the landscape, shaping a new ecology that, over time, came to be 
thought of as a natural landscape.6 This phenomenon was not limited to 
the river. The ranches, farms, irrigated fields, and feedlots, and the coal 
mines, drilling rigs, pump jacks, and pipelines of the energy economy 

Graph 12.3. Bow River weekly flow at Calgary in two years of comparable volume before 
storage (1912) and after 1966. Source: Environment Alberta, South Saskatchewan River 
Basin Historical Natural Flows, 1912–1995, CD-ROM version 2.02.
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also represented nature transformed by capital, technology, labour, and 
public policy into commodity flows directed through the city of Calgary. 
Here, we see how the metabolism of a growing city operating within a 
hydroelectric technological regime changed the nature of a river – and a 
national park. We will return to this point in a moment.

First, however, we must explore some of the broader implications of 
second nature on the Bow River. The river had been changed, but that was 

Graphs 12.4a and 12.4b. Maximum, mean, and minimum flows of the Bow River at  
Calgary under relatively small-scale (1912–1942) and extensive (1960-90) storage 
regimes. Source: Environment Alberta, South Saskatchewan River Basin Historical 
Natural Flows, 1912–1995, CD-ROM version 2.02.
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nothing new: the river changed itself all the time. Its flow varied; it me-
andered in its bed, each year cutting away banks and piling up new banks 
and bars. What was different was the role of humans in driving change. 
On the one hand, summer floods gradually diminished, until they became 
a distant memory.7 On the other hand, for a period, the increased win-
ter flow produced brief but alarming mid-winter floods during the 1940s 
and 1950s, until the provincial government ordered the power company 
to build the Bearspaw dam to minimize the possibility of winter ice jam 
recurrence under artificially elevated flow levels. The moderated river car-
ried less debris, worked less vigorously against its banks, and stayed more 
regularly in its bed. On the stabilized banks, vegetation thickened. In 
time, beavers colonized new reaches of the river that now provided abun-
dant shrubbery for food, even in Calgary. The less extreme river became 
more verdant.

Certainly, people living by the river noticed the changes. They re-
sponded by changing their attitudes toward the newly well-behaved river 
and reconceptualizing land use along its banks. Public hearings in the 
1950s looking into winter flooding and a participatory democracy insur-
gency in the early 1970s against floodplain clearance demonstrated how 
closely people in Calgary observed changes in “their” river, disregarded 
flood risks in the new flow regime, and valued its new attributes. The 
banks of the Bow as it flowed through Calgary – once the home of lumber 
yards, auto shops, and junkyards – became the location for manicured 
parks, trails, and condominium and commercial complexes. Trees, flour-
ishing in the floodplain, became an urban forest worthy of preservation 
on an otherwise treeless prairie. The river gradually became the focus of 
outdoor recreation and a centre of civic pride.8 Second nature became the 
new normal. As the river became domesticated, no longer running rogue 
in summer and winter, people, without thinking about it too much, came 
to prefer the new river to the old, or rather, what existed in their experi-
ence compared to some imagined earlier state.

Although hydroelectric development of the Bow reshaped not only 
the boundaries of Banff National Park but also the park’s internal ecol-
ogy,  it must be noted that aesthetic considerations trumped development 
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– even among hydroelectric engineers – at what was considered one of the 
most scenic spots in the park, Bow Falls. Engineers excluded this potential 
hydroelectric site from development calculations right from the very be-
ginning. “Highest use” thinking reserved it for other human revenue-pro-
ducing pleasures. Bow Falls would remain untouched by electricity de-
velopers, though not completely untouched: for fifty years it would live an 
underground existence as the sewerage outfall for the town of Banff.

Parks do not exist in isolation but in a broader politics in which dif-
ferent “rights” compete in the formation of public policy. The particular 
fate of Banff National Park with respect to hydroelectric storage and 
generation hinged upon the intricate interplay of federal and provincial 
politics over a fairly long period of time. The power company, driven by 
its own technological and capitalist imperatives, eventually achieved its 
objectives, but not according to its own timetable or under its own steam. 
It could only do so with the powerful support of provincial and municipal 
officials who themselves made choices about how electricity would be de-
veloped and distributed. 

Similarly, historians who write of “the state” as if it were a singular, 
coherent, purposeful entity will be cautioned by this story, noting how in-
ternally divided the “state structure” actually is on something as straight-
forward as hydroelectric development of a western Canadian river. The 
internal pluralism of the state – not just the separate federal, provincial, 
and municipal orders of government, but also the diversity within those 
orders – needs to be taken into account. The conflicts within the state 
were as intense as those between interest groups. Officials from Parks, 
Waterpower, Fisheries, Indian Affairs, and Munitions and Supply con-
tended with one another with an intensity and tenacity comparable to that 
of the Alpine Club and the Canadian National Parks Association with 
Calgary Power. The state was not of one mind; its internal divisions had 
to be brokered. Readers may be inured to stories of overriding capitalist 
power or the iron rule of bureaucracies, but in this particular story, elected 
politicians do the decisive deciding. Whatever happened to Banff National 
Park happened because complex political forces came into alignment. It is 
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broadly a democratic story, however much nature and parks purism were 
compromised.

As the ideology of parks hardened, Banff, as we have seen, necessar-
ily shrank in size to exclude development sites. Nonetheless, hydroelec-
tric development changed nature within Banff as well. The “Doctrine of 
Usefulness” accommodated an initial storage project at Lake Minnewanka, 
which Parks Branch officials opportunistically used to build their own 
hydroelectric generating system to serve the park. But once the camel’s 
nose had crept into the metaphorical tent, the camel itself – larger, more 
effective storage – was not far behind. This force could be, and would be, 
resisted during both the Roaring Twenties and the Dirty Thirties, but it 
could not hold out against a world war.

Storage and electricity generation within the park and on its eastern 
border had implications for the environment of the park itself. Storage at 
Lake Minnewanka after 1912, but especially after 1942, created a much 
different kind of lake than the old Devil’s Lake. It was a much larger, 
deeper, more integrated body as the retained water pushed back into the 
mountains and up former canyons. The annual six- to ten-metre raising 
and lowering of water levels lent a bathtub ring effect, first where the for-
est had been stripped and then in the form of a 294-hectare dead zone 
of alternately exposed and sunken earth. But the raised water levels also 
improved boating and sustained a popular service industry. On the debit 
side, however, important fish spawning zones were drowned in deep water, 
and the artificial raising and lowering of water levels also interfered with 
fish reproduction. Of course, the fish themselves were partly products of 
human intervention, an introduced species having been stocked in the 
lake from the park’s own fish hatchery.

The needs of war planted a hydroelectric station in one of the most 
visible sites within the park, right beside the highway, and a large power 
canal cut a geometric line through the park angling from the lake to pen-
stocks leading down to the generators. Did this diminish the “park experi-
ence” for the millions of postwar visitors? That is an impossible question 
to answer, particularly as mass automotive-based tourism overwhelmed 
the park. The new tourists had quite different aesthetic sensibilities from 
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those of the trail riders, mountain climbers, and spa goers of an earlier era. 
Were the visitors to the tour boats and campgrounds of Lake Minnewanka 
offended by the berm and head gates and power canal of the storage res-
ervoir? Did the generating station on the highway just past the hoodoos 
jar the mood of autotourists threading their way into the mountains at 
Banff? For some perhaps. But for most, these intrusions were rendered 
invisible by the more obvious splendours. The equipment creating Lake 
Minnewanka did not normally crowd its way into the photographs of the 
mountain scenery reflected in the water. It is more likely that, in time, 
visitors came to live with the incongruities – and these were not the only 
ones on offer. Time turned earlier intrusions into romantic relics: the site 
of Bankhead, for example, had to be imagined from the ghostly concrete 
remnants of the mine.

The Spray development, though removed from the park, neverthe-
less had important consequences for the park. Water levels were raised 
sixty-one metres, drowning forty-four hundred acres of subalpine terrain 
and creating a fifteen-mile lake. The lake filled up, as we have seen, when 
the natural outflow into the Spray River was dammed up to divert water 
through a tunnel through a mountain toward a much higher fall through 
an intricate series of interconnected generating stations. The Spray River, 
as a result, virtually dried up during some months of the year and, for 
the benefit of the golfers and tourists at Banff Springs Hotel, carried just 
enough water in high season to be scenic. This regulation of the river was, 
of course, fatal to the fish in the stream. The Spray River was once the 
main focus of fishing within the park, but the sport fishery on the river 
became a victim of Bow River hydroelectric development downstream. To 
the extent that fishing continued as a pastime for visitors, its focus shifted 
from the rivers to the lakes of the park, which were, of course, stocked 
with vigorously fighting introduced species much beloved by anglers.

The Kananaskis Lakes and the Spray Lakes experienced the same in-
crease in surface area and the same annual cycle of fill up and draw down 
as Lake Minnewanka. The fish faced the same reproductive difficulties 
in their changed environment. But the constantly restocked introduced 
species did survive in sufficient numbers as to satisfy anglers. These larger 
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lakes that resulted from hydroelectric development, fully filled in the 
summer months and newly accessible with logging roads and provincial 
parks, created new recreational opportunities for canoeists, kayakers, and 
campers. Boaters and sailors, too, colonized the ponds behind the dams, 
and whitewater enthusiasts capitalized on the surging increased flows 
below the dams when the turbines sprang to life.

Several recent studies have surveyed the environmental impact of 
hydroelectric storage and development in Banff National Park and on 
the Bow generally.9 Dams on the mainstem and in the mountains have 
prevented the migration of fish populations. Flooding and dewatering of 
the reservoirs has interfered with the spring and fall spawning of certain 
fish species and favoured the reproduction of species preferring deeper 
water. Fluctuations in lake levels has changed the structure of aquatic 
communities and altered food sources for some species. The Cascade and 
Spray Rivers have virtually vanished as a result of damming. The flow of 
the Cascade has been almost entirely redirected through the power sta-
tion, and the lowest sections of the river have disappeared completely. The 
Spray River, too, has been dramatically altered, as we have seen, although 
minimal flows have been maintained in summer for golfers and tourists. 
The original 14 m3/s flow has been reduced to an annual average of 3 m3/s. 
This regulation eliminated the annual spring floods, changed the stream 
channel, and permitted vegetation to encroach on the bed. It also decimat-
ed populations of cutthroat trout, Dolly Varden trout, rainbow trout, and 
mountain whitefish. The overall net effect of altered streamflows within 
the park for hydroelectric storage has been to reduce species diversity and 
biomass.

Downstream on the Bow, the dams and their periodic on/off oper-
ation have had an impact upon aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems as well. 
Daily water-level fluctuations complicate the reproductive activities of 
some species of fish. Slack water created by the dams affects native spe-
cies requiring fast-running cold water. River management has, to some 
degree, contributed to the stabilization of riverbanks and a concomitant 
thickening of streamside vegetation. This, in turn, has diminished the 
habitat for some species and improved it for others – in particular, beavers 
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and muskrats. Overall, however, it is difficult to measure whether the eco-
logical impact of the modification of the river for hydroelectric production 
has had a greater or lesser effect than introduced fish species and nutrient 
loading as a result of sewage effluent. In many places, native species have 
been virtually extirpated by introduced sport fish, one of which, the rain-
bow trout, has flourished in the nutrient-rich reaches below Calgary.

Undeniably, the nature of Banff National Park changed in response 
to hydroelectric development of the Bow River. It is important to note, 
however, that this was a relative rather than an absolute change. The new 
dispensation simply represented a different mix of the human and the 
natural world. Banff before hydroelectric storage was not an Eden before 
the Fall.

The city, with its growing appetite for energy, continued to act on 
nature far beyond its own city limits, but the nature being incorporated 
was coal, and the consequences of its metabolism were felt by the atmos-
phere and climate. But that is another story. With the growth in electri-
city demand being satisfied by other energy sources within the province, 
and with the capitalist imperative thus relaxed, what kept these elaborate 
engineering works on the Bow River in existence? They required costly 
maintenance. Why not tear them down, let the river revert to its wild 
state?10 Some people argued for such an outcome. But surprisingly, long 
after these hydroelectric works had outlived their functional usefulness, 
an unusual coalition of interests formed to keep the dams in place. Indeed, 
when proposed, the idea of removing the dams – as has been done in doz-
ens of rivers in the United States – would be dismissed out of hand as 
“socially unacceptable.”11

From an industry point of view, the Bow plants existed primarily to 
be turned on and off to meet peaks in demand. Other uses – recreation, 
sanitation, irrigation – might be accommodated from time to time, but 
conflicts between optimization of operations within the TransAlta distri-
bution system received the highest priority, as its brief to the Alberta Water 
Resources Commission hearings in the 1980s contended that it should. 
However, as the Bow River contribution to the grid declined to virtual 
insignificance, it became harder and harder to defend such a position.
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For half a century, TransAlta – née Calgary Power – had enjoyed the 
run of the river. The electricity company designed and operated it to suit it-
self – though not without persistent opposition, as we have seen. However, 
as the company withdrew from the river as its primary energy source after 
the 1960s, the power of other users over river management grew. Over the 
last thirty years, TransAlta has lost control of the river and even of its own 
works. Put another way, it has had to learn to share management of the 
river and its facilities with a broader coalition of interests. While, for the 
most part, they have all agreed upon maintaining the river as a managed 
resource, they have differed on management principles.

Through several rounds of analysis, public consultation, and report-
ing, it became apparent that the river would in future be managed to 
serve a number of needs, not just hydroelectric production. Through the 
South Saskatchewan River Basin Study and the Alberta Water Resources 
Commission hearings of the 1980s, the Bow River Water Quality Council 
State of the River reports and the Banff–Bow Valley Task Force consul-
tations of the 1990s, and the Alberta Water for Life legislation and the 
creation of the South Saskatchewan Water Basin Council during the last 
decade, the principle of co-management of the river to meet a broader 
range of social and environmental objectives has gradually been estab-
lished. The electric company, in the operation of its dams and reservoirs, 
must comply with government regulation intended to serve the sometimes 
conflicting objectives of a broad constellation of interests: Native peoples, 
irrigators, duck hunters, fishers, ecologists, water experts, canoeists, boat-
ers, recreationists, environmentalists, business groups, labour unions, 
tourist promoters, park authorities, and municipal councils, to mention 
only the organized interests. Through consultation processes, it became 
clear that irrigators wanted the storage reservoirs to release water in late 
summer when they most needed it rather than in the winter. Boaters 
and recreational users wanted water levels behind the dams to be main-
tained at steadier levels. Fishers insisted that river levels be managed to 
promote fish-spawning activities. Fisheries biologists and environmental 
scientists, studying the impact of human interference on the ecology of 
the river, sought measures to restore natural habitat. The higher needs to 
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be served that have emerged from these consultations are maintaining 
safe and secure domestic water supplies, meeting inflow stream needs for 
aquatic ecosystems, mimicking natural streamflow behaviour to restore 
terrestrial and aquatic ecologies, and providing adequate water supplies to 
irrigation districts to meet the minimum flow requirements of the Master 
Agreement between Alberta and Saskatchewan. Water storage and release 
by the power company must now be managed to take these requirements 
into consideration.

TransAlta, too, had its own reasons for keeping its Bow River system 
in working order, even if it had to share management of it. After the Kyoto 
Protocol was adopted in December 1997, TransAlta, whose electricity 
came from coal-fired generators, needed “green” offsets to compensate for 
the heavy atmospheric carbon emissions from its coal-fired thermal gener-
ating stations. Hydroelectric capacity, having been deemed to be “green,” 
served a strategic purpose in the calculus of carbon credits. The existence 
of this legacy hydroelectric system to some degree made up for greenhouse 
gas emissions from those thermal generators. The new value of the Bow to 
the company derived from what its waterpower permitted elsewhere. The 
same was true of the wind farms sprouting under TransAlta sponsorship 
in the southern Alberta foothills and as far away from Calgary as rural 
Ontario.

The reign of the power company over the river had effectively ended 
by the beginning of the twenty-first century. Its works in the river would 
remain, but they would be operated to serve priorities other than max-
imum hydroelectric output. Some environmental purists would campaign 
for a return of the river to a “wild” state, but a new coalition of inter-
ests enshrined in public policy ensured that for quite different reasons, it 
would remain an organic machine.

Time matters in the telling of stories. Different timeframes afford 
opportunities for quite different narrative arcs. Imagine what this story 
would have looked like had it ended in 1929, or 1949. Similarly, the tran-
sition to coal-fired energy production looked different in the 1970s than 
it does in an era of carbon emissions–induced climate change. And, of 
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course, time has not stood still, nor has Alberta’s appetite for electricity 
diminished. So the story continues to unfold.

This is not a moral tale. We have not told this story to cheer on cor-
porate capitalism, to discourage environmental protest – or vice versa. 
We have written this account to demonstrate how historically contingent 
public policy outcomes can be in a democratic society. The players do not 
always have equal access to power, to be sure, but in this case, corporate 
power on its own was not enough. The power of the respective players, too, 
is influenced by context and circumstances – rising or falling electricity 
demand, war or depression, economic growth, and the salience of aes-
thetic and environmental concerns. Calgary Power achieved its objectives 
on the Bow River, but it was a surprisingly long and convoluted struggle 
ruled by path dependence. While, to a degree, the company’s hydraulic 
needs were a surrogate for the demands of southern Alberta electricity 
consumers, there were other means of producing that primary power. 
And those residents, too, were the people with the greatest direct interest 
in the management of Banff National Park, being its largest users. The 
development of waterpower on the Bow and the implications for a wilder-
ness national park involved complex tradeoffs, managed by the politics of 
a federal system, in shifting economic and ideological circumstances over 
more than half a century. At each stage, the forces engaged with uncertain 
outcomes.

Nor, in taking the humans-in-nature approach, do we seek to justify 
every form of alteration to parks and natural systems. Quite the contrary. 
This is not an apologia for what happened to the Bow and Banff National 
Park; rather, we want to understand the social and political processes of 
human-induced environmental change. Nor is it our intention to license 
with this narrative any modification of rivers or national parks to suit 
human needs. Principles are worth fighting for, usually against other 
principles. But we do not believe that there is some absolute principle 
whose rigorous application should everywhere and always prevail. We do 
not believe that there is some prelapsarian nature to return to. Rather, 
these are matters for debate, contestation, and resolution in their time as 
interests and ideals compete. The tension built into the original legislation 
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for Rocky Mountains National Park promoting “use and enjoyment,” on 
the one hand, and the injunction of the 1930s Parks Act to pass on parks 
“unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations,” on the other, opens 
space for a politics of parks rather than a theology of parks – a politics in 
which choices are publicly debated and democratically decided. With this 
story, we affirm that the game is always worth playing and that outcomes 
are never predetermined.





225

Appendix

Calgary Power Generating Capability, 1911−90

Hydroelectric Capability in 1951

Station Date Net Capability  
(Kilowatts)

Horseshoe 1911 13,900

Kananaskis 1914 10,000

1951 8,900

Ghost 1929 28,000

Cascade 1942 18,000

Barrier 1947 12,900

Spray 1951 49,900

Rundle 1951 17,000

Three Sisters 1951 3,000

Total 161,600

Hydroelectric Capability added after 1951

Station Date Net Capability  
(Kilowatts)

Ghost 1954 22,900

Bearspaw 1954 16,900

Pocaterra 1955 14,900

Interlakes 1955 5,000

Cascade 1957 17,900

Spray 1960 102,800

Rundle 1960 32,900

Big Bend (Brazeau) 1959 165,000

1967 190,000

Bighorn 1972 120,000

Total Hydroelectric Capability 849,900
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Thermal Generating Capability

Station Date Net Capability  
(Kilowatts)

Wabamun # 1 1956 69,000

Wabamun # 2 1958 67,000

Wabamun # 3 1962 147,000

Wabamun # 4 1968 286,000

Sundance # 1 1970 286,000

Sundance # 2 1973 286,000

Sundance # 3 1976 352,000

Sundance # 4 1977 352,000

Sundance # 5 1978 352,000

Sundance # 6 1980 359,000

Keephills # 1 1983 377,000

Keephills # 2 1984 377,000

Sheerness # 1 * 1986 366,000

Sheerness # 2 * 1990 366,000

Total Thermal Capability 3,676,000

* 50% owned by Alberta Power

Calgary Power Generating Capability, 1911−90 cont’d
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CHAPTER 12: CONCLUSION
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THE NEED FOR ELECTRICITY at the turn 
of the twentieth century greatly influenced 
the development of Banff National Park. We 
do not often think of this iconic Canadian 
site serving the mundane corporate function of storing  
water for hydropower stations; yet, it does. Canada’s premier national park – 
along with the Bow River flowing through it – had to be significantly altered 
to accommodate the production and consumption of electricity in southern 
Alberta. This is a gripping tale of Alberta’s early need for energy, a story full of 
entrepreneurial recklessness, debates over Aboriginal ownership of the river, 
and larger-than-life political intrigues. Today’s conservationists and energy 
researchers will find much to think about in the historical issues over moving 
park boundaries to accommodate hydroelectric initiatives, the importance  
of water for tourism, rural electrification, and the ultimate diversion to coal- 
produced electricity.

This is also a lively national story, involving the irrepressible and impetu-
ous Max Aitken (later Lord Beaverbrook), R. B. Bennett (local legal advisor 
and later prime minister), and a series of local politicians and bureaucrats 
whose contributions confuse and complicate issues along the way.
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