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Overview 
In October 2025, Dr. Shaun Fluker asked Professor George Colpitts, of the Department of History at 
the University of Calgary, to prepare an historical assessment of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park with 
the aid of a graduate student research assistant. Accordingly, Weston Harasym, completing his MA 
thesis (now PhD student, University of Calgary), was asked to provide the baseline research on the 
current historiography of the park and an overview of the extent historical evidence available to 
confirm the park’s history. After a report draft was completed January 2023, Dr. Colpitts resumed 
research and analysis to complete the current report in the summer of 2025. 

The assessment began with an overview of existing historical documentation collected by the Bighill 
Creek Preservation Society (BCPS). The BCPS, in its watershed conservation efforts, has undertaken 
some of the only historical assessments of the park.1 An historiographical and archival survey 
followed. Local histories and published family histories, as well as historical ephemera including 
newspapers, serial publications, and academic histories were consulted. Fonds at the Glenbow 
Library and Archives at the University of Calgary were also surveyed. The BCPS, requesting access to 
government files at the Provincial Archives of Alberta, and undertaking research in the Glenbow 
Library and Archives, as well making queries to the Municipal District of Rocky View No 44 and 
various institutions for extent documents, made the documents they located available to the 
researchers. There are undoubtedly relevant documents yet to be accessed in the archives and 
within working files of various government departments. Similarly, only an extended in-situ search 
of the unpublished legislative record of orders-in-council and government sessional papers in 
Edmonton would provide a compete understanding of the park’s legal and administrative history.  

This report represents a preliminary overview of the historiography of Big Hill Springs Provincial 
Park and an attempt to assess the documentary record to confirm aspects of the park’s history, 
especially in respect to the park’s waters inside and outside the park and the documentary 
evidence of their historic or heritage value. Of particular interest in this assessment was the 
evidentiary record that can confirm the historical or cultural significance of Big Hill Springs Park and 
the historical value associated with the springs-fed waters of Big Hill Creek. 

  

  

 

 

1 2025 Bighill Creek State of the Watershed Report https://bighillcreek.ca/resources/resources; also of note is Vivian 
Pharis, “Notes on history of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park,” (nd) BCPS_Notes-Big-Hill-Springs-Provincial-Park-History-
2021.pdf 
 



 Big Hill Springs Park Historical and Historiographic Assessment 4 

Executive Summary  
 Archival records referencing the Big Hill Springs watershed are limited and fragmented. 

Through applications by the BCPS, the staff at the Alberta Provincial Archives have expanded 
the record base related to aspects of the park’s historic establishment, management, and 
environmental assessment.  

 While biological and ecological assessments of the aquifer, springs, and creek have been 
undertaken, no centralized or formal, well-cited, and comprehensive historical reports can 
be identified as of this date in federal, provincial, and institutional archival collections. 

 Early federal, provincial, and institutional water and irrigation records prioritized major river 
systems over localized watersheds, limiting the availability of directly comparable historical 
documentation for Big Hill Springs Park, its waters, and Big Hill Creek’s watershed. 

 The geographic scope of the historical assessment is difficult to isolate, with existing 
materials reflecting a much broader regional framework encompassing surrounding 
settlement, transportation, and land-use history. Interpretation of the history of Big Hill 
Springs Park situates the site within broader post-contact historical forces including 
transportation networks, settlement policies, and regional economic development. 

 While the Big Hill Springs Park site was certainly valued for recreational purposes, and the 
water of Big Hill Creek was appreciated in the surrounding district for stock watering and 
human use, early ranchers and landowners did not leave a substantial record confirming 
that understood it as particularly unique among other springs water sources in the area.  

 Research to date with the available historical record does not currently support a definitive 
or comprehensive statement of the historic or heritage appreciation of the area of Big Hill 
Springs Park and Creek over much of its history. As a site, the extent of historical evidence 
confirms that Big Hill Springs gained considerable value among settlers and early 
landowners as a site for recreation, including picnicking, camping, angling, and berry-
picking. Big Hill Creek itself, particularly its springs waters, were also valued for their 
potability for landowners and their stock-watering capacity. The site was also appreciated 
for its picturesque qualities, especially in respect to its dramatic coulee topography and 
lush, vegetative complexes. 

 A significant recognition of the parks’ unique environment developed in the 1960s. Efforts 
to protect the park from visitor overuse and abuse, rehabilitate the creek within the park, a 
developing recognition of the Creek as a cohesive watershed, and, in the 1970s, in keeping 
with the environmental movement and ecology informing government policy, the park 
gained recognition for its ecological values and dependency on the Creek’s spring-fed 
headwaters. These contributed to changing public and governmental sensibilities of the 
park. In the 1970s, the document base suggests that park managers recognized the park’s 
fragile environment in respect to its sources of spring fed waters, their purity, and their 
importance to the park’s unique flora and fauna.  
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The Limits of Historiography 
While the ecological and biological features of Big Hill Creek watershed have been subject to 
scientific study, no correspondingly detailed and well-cited historical assessment has been 
produced at the institutional, provincial, or federal level. Existing documentation consists primarily 
of environmental studies, land management materials, and locally produced community histories. 

These sources provide valuable contextual information, but they largely establish Big Hill Creek as a 
site of historical significance within broader settlement or development patterns in the Big Hill 
Springs region: 

 

• Community histories, especially those collected in two volumes of Big Hill Country, situate 
the area within larger regional processes, including the expansion of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway mainline, proximity to Cochrane and Bow River ranches, access to Calgary, and later 
transportation corridors such as Highway 1A. 
 

• Newspaper advertisements referencing land sales around Big Hill Springs similarly note 
proximity to, or simplicity of access, to these features. These factors are documented far 
more extensively, and, in the record, played a demonstrable role in shaping settlement 
outcomes. In the absence of a purpose-built historical assessment, there is no consolidated 
history that can serve to isolate Big Hill springs and the water history of Big Hill Springs Park 
to establish it as historically exceptional in the province’s history when compared to other 
watering sites, creeks, and rivers in the region. 
 

• The most complete history of the former landownership, infrastructure, and business 
history of park site, was written by “Author Unknown” and included in the park’s mini 
master plan in 1973. It is eight typed pages in length, (see below).2  
 

The documentary record supports Big Hill Springs Park’s incorporation into a wider history that 
emphasizes rivers over creeks in the pioneer water transport system, the interconnections of towns 
and Calgary through trail systems, and railway infrastructure linking the district to outside markets 
and suppliers:  

• The few historical developments on Big Hill Springs, beyond ranching, were a creamery 
operation and fish hatchery. Without a complete documentary record, these developments 
are referred to in the limited historiography as dependent on springs waters, but equally 
dependent on broader infrastructural systems.  

 

 

2 Author Unknown, “Big Hill Springs History,” Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Mini Master Plan, 1976, 10.3. App doc 3. 
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• The work of the hatchery, apparently, could be performed at other sites in the Bow River 
basin, which likely explains its early closure; another explanation was offered by local 
resident, that it was removed because “of the water temperature.”3 The creamery similarly 
thrived or struggled with respect to viable transport systems and market access.  

• Proximity to Cochrane and Calgary, both within a day’s travel, was essential for the 
economic viability of Big Hill ranches. This does not diminish the importance of the springs 
or the characteristics of the park’s waters; however, the extent record does not suggest that 
their intrinsic and unique characteristics set them apart from other water features in the 
district. Big Hill Springs and Big Hill Creek contributed to development, but that was also 
contingent on the interconnected infrastructure systems that defined post-contact 
settlement on the Prairies. 

Beyond Big Hill Creek’s value as a potable water source, there are indications that its waters were 
valued, as most streams and rivers in the region were, for trout fishing: 

• Family histories recount their members regularly using the Creek for angling. The Creek’s 
fish populations declined very early, as they did across most of the Bow River watershed, 
and the Creek regularly received Banff hatchery trout, mainly cutthroat trout, as early as 
1926. Before the transfer of resources in 1930, and the federal Department of Marine and 
Fisheries remained responsible for Big Hill Creek’s government fisheries conservation, the 
Creek’s fishery, undoubtedly significant, has only been mentioned in passing in current 
historiography.  

• When fisheries were transferred to the Prairie provinces in 1930, and the Alberta 
government sought to expand provincial hatchery work, it seems to have undertaken an 
early survey of streams for planting. In 1936, R.T. Rodd, the provincial director of fisheries 
(and former overseer of the Banff Hatchery since its opening in 1913), informed the Alberta 
Fish and Game Association that his department was undertaking a “biological survey” of Big 
Hill Springs, Spencer Creek “together with a non-freezing springs near Okotoks” that 
summer.4 It is unfortunate that the results of this early biological survey cannot be located 
in the provincial archives. 

Without documentation explaining its establishment or detailing its operation, the park’s hatchery, 
as well as its fishery before the scientific studies performed in the 1960s, remains largely 
marginalized in the park’s historiography. 

 

 

3 “Bert and Marion Powlesland Family,” Cochrane Historical & Archival Preservation Society, More Big Hill Country: 
Cochrane and Area,1945-1980 (Altona: Friesens, 2009), 658. App doc 1. 
4 “Fish Hatchery is Subject of Survey,” Calgary Herald, 21 March 1936. App doc 2.  
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• Early federal, provincial, and institutional water and irrigation records overwhelmingly 
prioritized major river systems rather than localized spring-fed watersheds. During the initial 
settlement period between the 1880s and 1940s, particularly between 1881-1893, and 
again during the years of the First World War (1914-1918), regional historiography 
consistently emphasized the Bow River as the dominant hydrological feature supporting 
transportation, settlement, and broader agricultural activity. Water-based planning, 
irrigation surveys, irrigation leasing, and any engineering studies that might focus on Big 
Hills Springs would require longer-term research at Library and Archives Canada (Ottawa), 
the Alberta Provincial Archives, and possibly, the Glenbow Library and Archives at the 
University of Calgary. Lawrence J. Burpee’s survey works at the Glenbow Archives discuss 
the Bow River, but they do not reference Big Hill Springs or other localized groundwater 
features. 

Without substantial government documentation, especially on fundamental aspects of Big Hill 
Springs Provincial Park’s establishment, it is difficult to ascertain the degree to which government 
policy was prompted by appreciations of the area’s unique watershed, including its springs sources: 

• Blogorodow et. al.’s 1976 Mini Master Plan for Big Hill Springs Provincial Park included the 
only known history of the park, author unknown. The anonymous author left some of the 
history’s endnote citations blank, while referencing in others E.B. (“Buck”) Cunningham’s 
undated land survey report and a “Big Hill Springs General File” (1957), presumably a 
provincial government file. The latter file was likely still available for the author of the 
Ecological Land Classification report written in 1998. Unfortunately, to date, these 
documents cannot be located in the Province of Alberta Archives. These include the 
intergovernmental correspondence and reports, Cunningham’s survey, and most 
importantly, the inspection report of a C.H. Harvie that the history references. Harvie, the 
author noted, “reported that it was ‘one of the prettiest locations that I’ve seen in several 
years and one that would be a creditable acquisition to the provincial parks”5 It is possible 
that these documents remain in working files of the Department of Environment and 
Protected Areas. The author of this history wrote: “Big Hill Springs was made a provincial 
park as a direct result of Mr. Harvie’s report. No petitions were received from the public.”6 
 

• The “Ecological Land Classification of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park” Report, written in 1998 
by Ian Sutherland (with Alberta Environmental Protection), begins by stating that the park 
“was established in 1957 to conserve a unique coulee environment and spring-fed creek 
system.”7 That report cited, as Blogorodow et.al. did, the Alberta Environmental Protection 

 

 

5 Paul Blogorodow, Sam Bundt, Tom Cameron, Mike Evans, Barry Rogers and Tom Walls, “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park 
Mini Master Plan,” 1976, 10.3. App doc 3. 
6 Blogorodow, et.al., “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Mini Master Plan,” 10.3. App doc 3. 
7 Ian Sutherland, “Ecological Land Classification of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, Albera,” Prepared for Natural 
Resources Service – Parks, June 1998, 1. App doc 4. 
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1998 “Park File” that cannot be located. It could perhaps verify the ways the park’s 
environment was being evaluated in 1957, and the degree to which the spring-fed qualities 
of its waters were considered in the park’s reservation, if at all.  
 

• In 1983, an unknown parks staff member authored a hand-written 1.5-page history of Big 
Hill Springs Park. The author seems to have been asked to write the history. Margin notes 
suggested that he add to the history the park’s archaeology by referring to the park’s mini 
master plan, and “boost Cochrane ranch sect. using subject files.” The author seems to have 
drawn from some of the points in the anonymous park history appearing in the park’s mini 
master plan but provided only a sketch of the park’s early ranch landownership, the 
creamery operating at the site, and its popularity among Calgarians frequenting it for 
recreation. The author added, “But that reputation [as a recreational site] was not the 
reason for the government’s interest in it. It was in 1941 that the provincial government 
investigated Big Hill Springs as a potential fish hatchery location. The stream had a 
reputation for trout production but cattle grazing and watering had reportedly diminished 
its productivity. The government acquired the land in 1945 and although the hatchery 
opened in 1950, it was an unqualified failure. By 1956 it had been completely abandoned. In 
the next year the government established Big Hill Springs Provincial Park.”8 
 

• Vivian Pharis in a 2021 BSPS “Notes on history of Big Hill Springs provincial Park,” wrote that 
in 1957, “Big Hill Springs PP was established for the purposes of recreation, nature and 
historical appreciation.”9 The author later writes that the “park was established to bring 
control to recreational use and begin the gathering of biophysical data and management 
planning. Already recognized that the park needed to be enlarged because the use demand 
that had reached its ‘saturation point.’”10 
 

The Limits of the Historical Record 
Archival references to Big Hill Springs are limited, fragmented, and largely incidental rather than 
sustained or site-specific. In most surviving records, Big Hill Springs Park, Big Hill Creek and its 
springs appear only as peripheral elements within broader early initiatives in regional settlement 
and ranching, business development, and local town and city growth. The park, once established, 
was only one of many small provincial parks and merited very little mention in government 
reporting within the Alberta government’s rapidly expanding park system.  

It is possible that more archival documentation remains at the Provincial Archives of Alberta. Some 

 

 

8 “Big Hill Springs,” dated 10/1/83, in file GR2020.0885 Box 10, File 75684, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 5. 
9 Vivian Pharis, “Notes on history of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park,” (nd), 1. BCPS_Notes-Big-Hill-Springs-Provincial-
Park-History-2021.pdf App doc 6. 
10 Pharis, “Note on history of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park,” 2. App doc 6. 
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sources might still be in working files of various Provincial Government departments. Existing, now 
dated and brief, histories of the park contain references which often lack referencing, making it 
difficult to fully confirm their sources in the documentary record. The correspondence of such 
individuals as E. B. (Buck) Cunningham, a government fisheries scientist, cannot be located to date. 
Additional references to the springs and creek, including proposals for the fish hatchery, ranching, 
or the operation of its creamery, largely appear in contemporary newspapers, including the Calgary 
Herald and the Cochrane Advocate. However, the associated reports or government documentation 
supporting these initiatives cannot be located. While the provincial archives retain records for other 
hatcheries, for instance, those related to the briefly operating Big Hill Creek hatchery similarly 
cannot be located. The extent record of the hatchery exists in government contract tendering for its 
demolition, providing the structural dimensions of the facility. 11  

The extent documentary record confirms value ascribed to site’s land base before and after the 
establishment of Big Hill Springs Park.  

• Newspapers and family histories attest to Big Hill Creek attracting campers from Calgary, 
local berry pickers, and anglers. For instance, in 1960, Calgary’s ornithologists saw the Big 
Hill Springs Coulee as their “beloved ‘hunting grounds’” to see many bird species in “a place 
of unscarred prairie beauty.”12 
  

• The documentary record indicates that early in the settlement period, Big Hill Creek and its 
springs attracted recreationists who angled, camped, picked berries, and had picnics in its 
valleys. Without its government protection, the site was damaged by overuse. Big Hill 
Springs, for instance, was well described in a 1934 feature in the Calgary Herald as the 
“favored spot with villagers and city folk alike,” a “little fairy glade that surrounds the 
springs, with its miniature waterfalls and crystal pools.” But the author lamented “careless 
and untidy picnickers who have marred the beauty of this lovely spot with their litter,” 
scattering “debris of their meal, or throw into the pools and streams, cans and bottles.” The 
author described locals coming to the area, “as two parties did last week,” spending “a 
whole day in endeavoring to rid the place of the offending mess.”13   

It is possible that the characteristics of the springs were simply taken as a given and therefore did 
not merit sustained attention or mention in the historical record. For instance, the Minor and Ella 
Murray family history notes what many landowners likely understood when they took up land in 
the Big Hill Springs valley: “A key feature of the Big Hill Springs acreage is a year around spring. The 

 

 

11 The hatchery infrastructure is well sketched and described in an advertised tender for its removal from the park in 
1958. See Supervisory Report, Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 14 October 1958, GR1983.0467, Box 1, File 1, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 8.  
12 See “Wing Beats,” Calgary Herald, 6 August 1960. App doc 8. 
13 “Visitors See Glimpse of Highland Charm at Big Hill Springs,” Calgary Herald, 29 June 1934. App doc 10. 
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spring provided the water for the Murrays and a neighbor.”14  

If there is evidence of an historical appreciation or heritage value being ascribed to the site’s spring-
fed waters, they would perhaps be found in fragmented, anecdotal, and passing comments in 
sources. Diaries or letters of landowners in this watershed perhaps left evidence to suggest a 
heritage appreciation developing around the springs but revealing it would entail considerably 
longer-term and intensive research.  

The existing record only partially supports the understanding that early ranchers and landowners 
prized Big Hill Creek for its comparative purity or its springs year-round availability: 

• A surveyor in 1884 recognized the quality of water in the Big Hill Creek township. 15 Another 
in 1888 noted that “The grass is rich and luxuriant, springs of fresh water are numerous 
(many of which never freeze).”16 An uncited source in a local history published in 1964 
described the area between Big Hill Creek to Beddington Creek: “It was likely that several 
squatters lived here and there in the valleys, staying close to the running springs and 
protected from the wind to some extent.”17  
 

• The latter account drew from an early settler in the area west of Airdrie to state that “The 
country was covered with ponds, sloughs and lakes. Also there were numerous springs of 
open water where the mallards could stay on late in the fall.”18  
 

• The purity of Big Hill Creek water, particularly at its source, likely prompted the town of 
Cochrane in 1913 to consult with the Vancouver BC water engineer, M.F. Hill, to consider a 
number of piped water systems connecting the town to Big Hill springs directly pure or 
collecting it from various points on the creek to collect in a reservoir for filtration.19  

• Family histories in such collections as Big Hill Springs Country speak of water in utilitarian 
terms without distinguishing its source from other water sites in the district. D.M. Ratcliffe, 
the original owner of the Big Hill creamery is said to have used the creek’s waterpower to 

 

 

14 “Minor and Ella Murray Family,” Cochrane Historical & Archival Preservation Society, More Big Hill Country: Cochrane 
and Area,1945-1980 (Altona: Friesens, 2009), 624. App doc 11. 
15 S. L. Brabazon, Field Notes in Township 26, Range 3, West of 5th Meridian, 1884, Big Hill Springs Country, 15. App doc 
12. 
16 A. G. Brabazon, Field Notes in Township 27, Range 5, West of 5th Meridian, 1888, Ibid., 18. App doc 13. 
17 Stephen William Wilk, One Day’s Journey (Calgary: Alcroft Printing, 1963), 60. App doc 14 
18 Stephen William Wilk, One Day’s Journey (Calgary: Alcroft Printing, 1963), 236. App doc 15 
19 Hill’s proposed plans included one pipeline collecting “water from all the springs between A.J. Murphy’s ranch and 
the Cemetery,” another creating a dam to one side of the creek and filtering the water “to obtain pure water,” and 
another taking unfiltered water “about six miles up at the source of Big Hill Creek at the Radcliff spring,” Cochrane 
Advocate, 27 November 1913. App doc 16.  
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churn butter; its “clear cold water” served as a refrigerant for cream and butter.20 The 
creamery, and its successor, Cochrane Creamery Association, was well-described by Calgary 
Herald columnist Jack Peach in 1984.21 The hatchery’s work, apparently, could be performed 
at other sites in the Bow River basin, which likely explains its early closure; another 
explanation was offered by local resident, that it was removed because “of the water 
temperature.”22  

• The springs and creek were prized for the potable qualities they provided settlers or their 
cattle. Water supply was important to early settlers choosing where to locate themselves: 
“They tried to settle close to a spring or creek, if possible.”23 Those who followed often had 
to turn to wells.24  

• Family histories attest to the importance of a quality water supply afforded by springs. The 
Wilf and Ruth Hunt family, taking an interest in cattle ranching in 1904, moved from the 
Delburne area first to take land farther east by following a Metis guide to locate land “of 
flowing springs and good grass….” Much later, they moved to take land in the Lochend-Big 
Springs area: “The welcoming rolling ranch land was mostly native grass with five springs 
and a Nose Creek tributary running through it.”25  
 

• Though it is likely the case, the historical evidence does not record, beyond such few 
mentions, that ranchers and settlers valued Big Hill springs water specifically for their 
quality as springs-fed, running year-round, even in winter, and running pure in quality. 
Springs were appreciated, along with other water sources generally in the region, but it is 
difficult to find evidence that Big Hill springs water, itself, was recognized for its inherent 
and unique value to set them apart from other spring water in the district.  
 

• Published community histories, themselves a valuable source of family history written by 
their members, are collected in two volumes of Big Hill Country. These histories situate the 
area within larger regional processes, including the expansion of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway mainline, proximity to Cochrane and Glenbow Ranch, access to Calgary, and later 
transportation corridors such as Highway 1A.  
 

 

 

20 Jon Hutchinson, “The First Creamery in Big Hill Country,” Big Hill Springs Country, 55. App doc 17. 
21 Jack Peach, “Struggling Creamery tribute to early businessmen,” Calgary Herald, 16 June 1984. App doc 18. 
22 “Bert and Marion Powlesland Family,” Cochrane Historical & Archival Preservation Society, More Big Hill Country: 
Cochrane and Area,1945-1980 (Altona: Friesens, 2009), 657. App doc 11. 
23 “Water Wells and Witching For Water,” Big Hill Springs Country, 67. App doc 19. 
24 “Water Wells and Witching For Water,” Big Hill Springs Country, 67. App doc 19. 
25 “Wilf and Ruth Hunt,” Cochrane Historical & Archival Preservation Society, More Big Hill Country: Cochrane and Area, 
1945-1980 (Altona: Friesens, 2009), 519-520. App doc 20. 
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Provincial Park and 1960s Watershed Recognition 
With the transfer of resources to the prairie provinces in 1930, the Alberta Government’s “Act 
Respecting Provincial Parks” empowered the legislative assembly to set aside “any area within the 
Province as a protected area for the purpose of protecting and preserving therein objects of natural 
beauty or fossil remains, or other objects, animate or inanimate, of geological, ethnological, 
historical or other scientific interest.”26 

Alberta parks fell under different departmental authorities over time. Before Big Hill Springs Park 
was established, the first provincial parks were managed by the Department of Lands and Mines 
(1930 – 1949), then briefly by the Department of Public Works. For much of Big Hill Springs 
Provincial Park early history, parks were managed by the Department of Lands and Forests (1951 
until 1975).27  

The transfer of parks to that department’s authority was included in the 1951 Parks Act, 
establishing a three-member Parks Board. Its Section 8(1) held that:  Every park shall be used for 
the pleasure, recreation and general benefit of the inhabitants of the Province and for the 
conservation, maintenance and protection of animal, bird and fish life therein, and the preservation 
of geological, ethnological, historical or other scientific interest.”28 This 1951 mandate for the 
province’s parks remained unchanged in the Act’s amendments in 1961 (sec 9(1)). 29   

Big Hill Springs Park was established in 1957 to join 30 other parks in Alberta. OC 1792/57 set aside 
a total of 62.94 acres for the park.30 The Calgary Herald, covering the announcement made by the 
MLA for Banff-Cochrane, F.L. Gainer, described its location as a “19-acre [sic] site near Cochrane 
where a creek tumbles in 32 waterfalls.” The MLA said that “the site has been recognized as a 
tourist spot for some time now.” He described the “scene as ‘particularly picturesque.’”31  

Already a recreational area by custom, the site gained greater attraction with the park’s 
establishment and the building of infrastructure to better support camping and picnicking. The 
site’s use also increased because of the park’s publicity and promotion. In 1961, when the province 
had set aside 44 parks, Ken Liddell, a Calgary Herald columnist, encouraged his readers to visit the 
many parks now set aside as “fine places to go for a day’s relaxation and a campfire supper within 
easy driving distance of home.” He described the relatively new Big Hill Springs Park as “a narrow, 
picturesque, cattle-dotted valley about eight miles north of Cochrane. It has both camping and 

 

 

26 An Act respecting Provincial Parks, SA 1930, c 60, <https://canlii.ca/t/5403p> retrieved on 2026-08-10. App doc 21. 
27 In 1975, the Parks Division transferred to the newly created Department of Recreation, Parks and Wildlife (by 1979, 
the Department of Recreation and Parks). 
28 An Act respecting Provincial Parks, SA 1951, c 64, <https://canlii.ca/t/53xj3> retrieved on 2026-08-10. App doc 22. 
29 See Sec. 9 of An Act to amend The Provincial Parks Act, SA 1961, c 58, <https://canlii.ca/t/53v25> retrieved on 2026-
08-10. App doc 23. 
30 O.C. No. 1792/57, dated 31/10/57, GR1983.0467 Box 9, File 56, Alberta Provincial Archives. App doc 51. 
31 “New Park Planned,” Calgary Herald 23 November 1957. App doc 24. 
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picnic facilities – beside cool, bubbling springs – and devices to amuse the children.”32 In 1961, 
Denny Layzell, of the Calgary Herald, writing an overview of the provincial park system and 
referring to Big Hill Springs Park as 76 acres in extent, described it as “recreational area with 
facilities for picnicking and tenting and has a playground. Trailor parking also is permitted.”33 

Promotions of Big Hill Springs Park in the 1960s suggest that the park’s waters, dependent on 
springs sourcing, gained greater recognition and appreciation in that decade: 

• In 1962, Normal Willmore, the Minister of Lands and Forests, wrote an overview of his 
department’s regulation of timber and wildlife resources in an article in the Calgary 
Albertan. He included descriptions of the province’s parks under his supervision.  
 

• Willmore described Big Hill Springs Park, noting its popularity as a picnic region “of several 
years for many Calgary families.” The minister also stated, “Here a truly remarkable flow of 
crystal clear spring water produces a lush growth of trees and shrubbery, cooling the 
summer air and creating what really amounts to an oasis amid the surrounding grassy 
hills.”34  

There is record that park administrators, managing the park for its recreational value and 
organizing infrastructure to accommodate growing numbers of park visitors, came to recognize 
inherent qualities of the park’s waters in the 1960s: 

• In need of well water in 1961, the park’s supervisor marked a site at a “more or less central 
location of the park on the large flat.”35 The “drinking water well,” completed in July that 
year, was dug to 70 feet. The park’s supervisor reported: “The water is being obtained from 
a good gravel bed, it is clear, and there appears to be lots of it.” The supervisor, as 
instructed by “the Health authorities,” would “take a sample for forwarding to the Provincial 
Laboratory” after letting the well run for about three weeks.36 In August, the supervisor sent 
a sample to the Calgary Laboratory. The analysis indicated that “This was proven to be 
satisfactory.”37 

The park’s greater use raised the need for park management of more complexity: 

 

 

32 Ken Liddell column, Calgary Herald, 29 July 1961. App doc 25. 
33 “Alberta Provides for Summer Enjoyment,” Calgary Herald 30 December 1961. App doc 26. 
34 Normal Willmore, “Forestry Outlook is Good,” Calgary Albertan, 31 January 1962. App doc 27.  
35Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 23 May 1961, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 28. 
36 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 31 July 1961, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 29. 
37 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 22 August 1961, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 30. 
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• In 1962, the park’s supervisor reported, “On two occasions, there have been complaints 
from campers in the Park regarding noisy parties through most of the night and being held 
by young people from Calgary.”38 The supervisor met with the Cochrane RCMP over the 
issue to learn that the detachment regularly policed the park, especially on weekends, “and 
do not appear to intend to let anyone get away with much nonsense in this Park.”39  

• W. Zang, the park’s caretaker in 1965, having replaced its first caretaker, Frank Baldwin, was 
also “bothered considerably this year with drinking parties and broken bottles.” 40 The park’s 
proximity to Calgary and its youth using the park for parties that year prompted the RCMP 
to set up a roadblock on the road leading into the park in June 1965 and “confiscated 64 
dozen bottles of beer plus additional quantity of other liquors,” the park’s supervisor 
reported.41 

Controlling the movements of increased numbers of visitors in the 1960s raised the need for better 
road access, the maintenance of camping facilities, and confirmed the need to better define the 
park’s borders: 

• J.A. Erickson, in his park supervisory report in 1966, reported having made “a trip around 
the park to acquaint myself with park boundaries. The need of a survey to definitely 
establish our boundaries is indicated.”42  

• With the park warden reporting increased park attendance in 1967,43 visitors were evidently 
trespassing on neighbouring properties. A landowner complained in July 1968, “that visitors 
at the park had trespassed upon their land and were the cause of a serious grass fire last 
spring,” the park’s supervisor reported. “They demand that we erect a seven foot chain link 
fence around the park boundaries to contain park patrons.”44  

 

 

38 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 12 June 1962, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 31. 
39 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 12 June 1962, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 31. 
40 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 25 June 1965, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 32. 
41 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 25 June 1965, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 32. 
42 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 27 September 1966, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 33. 
43 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 28 July 1967, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 34.  
44 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 16 July 1968, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 35. App doc 35. 
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• The park’s supervisor, J.A. Erickson, followed up the complaint in August, “attempting to 
establish location of park boundaries. The present boundary fences,” he reported, “are 
located wrongly and much of it is in poor repair and should be rebuilt. [I] have investigated 
complaints from local ranchers about the hazard of grass fires set by park patrons who 
trespass on their land. We should take steps to properly rebuild our boundary fences, and to 
locate them where they should be will require that the Technical Division be asked to do a 
legal survey of this area.”45  

• The Department of Lands and Forests’ Technical Division formally surveyed the park’s 
boundaries by November 1968.46 However, steps were not immediately taken to secure the 
park’s boundary. In the “Ecological Survey of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park” in 1972, the 
authors, C.A. Wallis and C. R. Wershler, noted that, “the Park is not fenced to its boundaries 
and there is a good portion of the Park lying outside the fence[,] which is not being used as 
park, but is being grazed by cattle.” According to the authors, “cattle often jump the existing 
cattle gates (Texas gates) and get into the park proper.” They also pointed out that, “due to 
the lack of well-marked trails, people tend to wander irregularly and this has resulted in the 
suffering of the vegetation of the springs area.”47 

In the 1960s, the historical record suggests that an appreciation of the Creek’s value as a watershed 
developed in response to overuse. A more comprehensive appreciation of Big Hill Creek developed 
with local interest in reviving the Creek’s fish angling potential: 

• In 1963/1964, in consultation with a provincial fish biologist, E.B. “Buck” Cunningham, the 
Hook and Hackle Club in Calgary was involved with stream habitat restoration on Jumping 
Pound for the purposes of raising its fish populations for angling. Their work apparently 
included Big Hill Creek to remove creek-side brush and redress the intensive grazing and 
trampling of cattle on its banks.48 In 1968, the club apparently wanted to resume work on 
Big Hill Creek, but they found that the landowner along the section they wanted to protect 
did not want the group to erect fences along the creek that might inhabit his cattle from 
watering.49  

 

 

45 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 27 & 28 August 1968, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 36. 
46 Supervisor’s Report: Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 15 November 1968, GR1983.0467 Box 1, File 8, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 37. 
47 C.A. Wallis and C.R. Wershler, “An Ecological Survey of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 1972,” report written for 
Provincial Parks Planning Department of Lands & Forests, 1; GR2020.0003, File 360477, Province of Alberta Archives. 
App doc 38 
48 The BCPS offers detail of E.B. Cunningham’s 1963 efforts in Bighill Creek Documents, “Studies done prior to 1996” 
https://bighillcreek.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015_11_25_08_29_01.pdf .App doc 39. 
49 Allen Bill, “Herald Outdoors,” Calgary Herald, 21 March 1968. App doc 40. 
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• By the early 1970s, the province’s interest in increasing angling in Alberta through larger 
hatchery disbursements seems to have taken interest in streams that could support them 
during the spring to fall months, “if not over the winter months,” and a Calgary Herald 
columnist reported that Big Hill Creek was a stream of interest in that respect.50  

• Calgary anglers were still pointing to the “dire need of evaluation and habitat work” on 
streams suffering “the most drastic declines in fish stocks, especially trout,” including Big Hill 
Creek, in 1972.51 

• In 1973, the Alberta Wildlife Foundation (AWF) took an interest in setting aside lands in the 
Big Hill Springs Creek valley as wildlife habitat and “to allow the ecology and environment to 
return to its natural state,” as Park Officer E.E. (Ted) Arlidge, reported. 52  

• Arlidge attended a meeting organized by the AWF, with Mr. William Morgan its 
representative, a neighbouring rancher, and Mr. Gordon Cooton, the district councilor for 
the Municipal District of Rocky View No 44. Arlidge attended the meeting because of the 
park’s interest in closing the road to the south of the park to mitigate the problem of 
increased auto traffic in the park.  

• At that meeting, Cooton “expressed the municipality’s desire to close the road due to heavy 
rebuilding and maintenance costs. He also stated that he was sure that the municipality 
would go along with any plan that was agreeable to adjacent residents and which would 
conserve the valley as a beauty spot.” The rancher was agreeable, “as long as it did not 
affect his livelihood.”53  

• Morgan stated that the AWF was interested in starting a project in the vicinity of Calgary 
“and thought this area would meet their requirements.” The rancher, her reported, 
“showed great interest and requested Morgan to carry out a survey of the area and develop 
a proposal” for a land swap. Morgan proposed that a swap would consider sufficient 
dugouts for the rancher’s cattle watering, “graveled creek crossings where necessary and 
the fencing of areas that it is desirous to conserve. Morgan also stated that the area in 
question was a ‘prime’ area for ecological study and the re-habilitation of wildlife.” 54 

 

 

50 Don Thomas, “Herald outdoors,” Calgary Herald, 4 June 1971. App doc 41. 
51 Don Thomas, “Herald outdoors,” Calgary Herald, 5 May 1972. App doc 42. 
52 Memorandum: Re: Albera Wildlife Foundation. Conservation,” E.E. Arlidge, Park Officer, n.d., RG1983.0467 Box 9, File 
56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 43 
53 Memorandum: Re: Albera Wildlife Foundation. Conservation,” E.E. Arlidge, Park Officer, n.d., RG1983.0467 Box 9, File 
56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 43. 
54 Memorandum: Re: Albera Wildlife Foundation. Conservation,” E.E. Arlidge, Park Officer, n.d., RG1983.0467 Box 9, File 
56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 43. 
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• Based on the meeting discussions, Arlidge stated that, “it appears that the Foundation is 
also desirous of obtaining the property at the source of Big Hill Springs.”55 

• Its interest in acquiring Big Hill Creek properties for preservation in 1973 prompted William 
Morgan, representing the AWF, to attend a Cochrane town hall in which “parties interested 
in the preservation of the Big Hill Creek Valley” met to discuss the Municipal District of 
Rocky View’s deliberations over the potential sale and subdivision of the former Gilbert 
property west and north of Cochrane boundary, as well as the infrastructure needs to 
maintain the road along Big Hill Creek from the community. In respect to the use of the 
Gilbert property, topics “put forward for discussion, information, and decision,” centered in 
on their use for recreation, nature study, and camping. Town of Cochrane mayor, C. Godrey 
expressed the town’s desire to see the property “developed as a park and recreational area 
to supplement the facilities already provided in the Town. Any development should 
complement the retention of the valley in its natural environment and could be interlocked 
with the present Big Hill Springs Provincial Park by a ‘walkway’ or nature trails.”56 
  

• Park Officer, E.E. Arlidge, also attended the meeting to comment on the implication of road 
improvements and the park’s concerns for “overuse.” He also stated that the park facilities 
were “due for ‘upgrading’ next year or in the very near future.” With the park’s plans 
currently “under study,” the park’s provision of new facilities would have to come from the 
Department’s minister or the director of parks.57 
 

• The AWF proposed to protect Big Hill Creek’s valley 5.5 miles (8.85km) before it entered Big 
Hill Springs Park in 1974 by closing the road in this section and allowing only pedestrian 
access.58 
 

• The AWF had taken interest in Big Hill Creek shortly before the Devonian Foundation (DF) 
itself explored the possibility of setting aside a park corridor that included Big Hill Springs 
Park as an educational “Outdoor Education Laboratory.”59 J.R. Fish, DF Vice-President, met 
with the Director of Parks, T.A. Drinkwater, in June 1974. In respect to the AWF’s initiative, 
Drinkwater stated that “The Department is not impressed with the Alberta Wildlife 

 

 

55 Memorandum: Re: Albera Wildlife Foundation. Conservation,” E.E. Arlidge, Park Officer, n.d., RG1983.0467 Box 9, File 
56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 43. 
56 Town Hall meeting notes, 29 August 1973, GR1983.0467 Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta Archives, III. App doc 44. 
57 Town Hall meeting notes, 29 August 1973, GR1983.0467 Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta Archives, IV. App doc 44. 
58 Memorandum by J.R. Fish to Donald Harvie, “Big Hill Creek Environmental Proposal – Alberta Wildlife Foundation,” 
26 April 1974, “Big Hill Springs Park” File, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4)d, Glenbow Library and 
Archives. App doc 45. 
59 J.R. Houghton to Tom Drinkwater, 9 January 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, 
Glenbow Library and Archives. App doc 46. 
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Foundation and endeavours to maintain an arm’s length relationship.”60 Fish reported 
Drinkwater stating that, “With respect to the Big Hill Creek valley they do not feel they are 
in a position to be of assistance in this matter as they have had poor relationships with the 
ranchers involved.61 However, Fish reported that Drinkwater referred to two other projects 
underway in the Cochrane area, the Austin Ranch for school children’s use and limited over-
night camping, and the Cochrane Ranch “which they would like to develop as an historical 
site.” Though these projects had priority in the Department, “if the actions of the Alberta 
Wildlife Foundation trigger a possible expansion of the Big Hill Springs park along the 5-mile 
valley floor, the Department would certainly not back away from it and they have adequate 
funds to acquire the lands if necessary.”62 
 

• Following his meeting with Drinkwater, Fish informed W.R. Morgan of AWF, that “our Group 
has decided not to give support to the development in the Big Hill Springs area.”63 
 

• The DF, however, further explored the possibility of setting aside the Big Hill Creek into an 
educational nature park. The DV files do not contain an historical assessment undertaken to 
support the initiative. However, the Foundation did develop a cohesive watershed survey of 
Big Hill Creek when it purchased complete aerial photography of the Creek valley from the 
Technical Branch of the Province’s Department of Lands and Forests. It also collected copies 
of certificate landownership within the corridor. Before it was clear that the major 
landowner in the area was not interested in selling portions of his lands and the initiative 
was set to the side, the DF, as had the AWF, was articulating a comprehensive vision of the 
Big Hill Creek as a watershed worthy of preservation. A Memorandum description of 5.9 
miles of the Big Hill Springs Valley included the valley’s widths at various points as well as 
Big Hill Creek’s depths and flow rates. A township map of the proposed park corridor, which 
apparently accompanied the memorandum, traced the extent of the Big Hill Creek valley for 
protection on both sides, including portions of the coulee valleys extending beyond them.64 
 

Parks Management and Creek Hydrology 
In the early 1970s, Alberta’s Parks Division faced growing challenges meeting the needs of 

 

 

60 J.R. Fish, Memo for file, “Provincial Parks,” 11 June 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, 
Glenbow Library and Archives. App doc 47. 
61 J.R. Fish, Memo for file, “Provincial Parks,” 11 June 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, 
Glenbow Library and Archives. App doc 47. 
62 J.R. Fish, Memo for file, “Provincial Parks,” 11 June 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, 
Glenbow Library and Archives. App doc 47.  
63 J.R. Fish to W.R. Morgan, 13 June 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, Glenbow Library 
and Archives. App doc 48. 
64 J.R. Fish Memo, 16 September 1974, Devonian Foundation Projects – Parks, 4200-33(4) Part III, Glenbow Library and 
Archives. App doc 49 
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increasing numbers of Albertans visiting parks and using them for picnicking, tenting and/or 
trailering. In 1971, to meet “growing public demand,” T.A. Drinkwater, the Provincial Parks 
Division’s director, announced three new parks established, two parks enlarged, and in keeping 
with its program to “preserve ecological areas,” two new Natural Areas in 1971.65   

Matching the increasing visits across the provincial park system, Big Hill Springs Park use 
significantly expanded in this period: 

• Between 1965 and 1970, there was a 91.4% increase in motor traffic in the park.66 Its patron 
attendance grew from 48,758 in the 1968-69 season, to 51,534 in 1971-72, and 72, 197 in 
the first ten months of 1972. To the same date, trailer camping increased from 322 in the 
1968-69 season, to 682 in 1970-71, to 1,365 in 1871-October 1972 period, while tenting 
increased from 484 in the 1968-69 season, to 865 in 1970-71, and 1551 in the 1971-Oct 
1972 period.67 

• In 1970, the Parks Division commissioned a parks water quality study and report by Michele 
P. Curcio, which determined that Big Hill Springs Provincial Park spring source water “would 
be suitable for a public supply,” and its groundwater source quality was “suitable.”68  

• The 1972 ecological survey by C.A. Wallis and C.R. Wershler for Provincial Parks Planning, 
inventorying the park’s faunal species and plants, acknowledged that, “As its name suggests, 
the Park is well known for the numerous springs which are present here.”69  

• In 1973, E.E. Arlidge, having attended the meeting with the Alberta Wilderness Foundation 
over its interest in preserving the Big Creek Valley, wrote a memo on 5 November to an 
unnamed correspondent within the Department. The correspondent had apparently 
proposed for the park’s “upgrading.” Arlidge wrote that, “Due to the fact that the Alberta 
Wildlife Foundation Conservation is making a study of the ‘Big Hill Creek’ valley from 
Highway 567 on the north to the north boundary of the Town of Cochrane and appear to be 

 

 

65 T.A. Drinkwater, “Report of the Director, Provincial Parks Division,” Department of Lands & Forests, 22nd Annual 
Report for the Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1971 (Edmonton: Queen’s Printer, 1971), p. 124. App doc 50. 
66 Motor vehicles grew in number from 7,275 in 1965, to 13,928 in 1970) p. 96; “Land Use and Resource Development 
in the East Slopes of Alberta,” Background Papers to a Brief presented by the Department of the Environment of 
Canada to Public Hearings Held by the Alberta Environment Conservation Authority, July 1973, 96.  
https://archive.org/details/ableg_33398004837596/page/n1/mode/2up?q=Big+Hill, App doc 52. 
67 “Provincial Parks Policy for Alberta, May 1973,” Position Paper No. 13, (Alberta Lands and Forests), Appendix C. App 
doc 53. 
68 Michele P. Curcio, “Water Quality Study and Report, June 1970, 65-66, GR 1983.0467 Box 9, File 56, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 54. 
69 C.A. Wallis and C.R. Wershler, “An Ecological Survey of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, 1972,” report written for 
Provincial Parks Planning Department of Lands & Forests, 1; GR2020.0003, File 360477, Province of Alberta Archives. 
App doc 55. 
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serious in acquiring properties to conserve the ecology of this particular area and in addition 
using the area for a wildlife habitat and preserve[,] the whole concept and use of this Park 
may change in the next two years.” He nevertheless suggested new infrastructure and 
facilities, but also suggested that “More ‘walking’ and ‘nature trails should be laid out and 
cut in an effort to stop the erosion of the hillsides particularly south slope of the creek 
area.” He suggested that that “a team from Edmonton, botanist, horticulturalist etc” should 
be contacted to make a survey.70 

• A 1973 Provincial Parks Policy Position paper referred to Big Hill Springs Park in respect to its 
springs and their inherent qualities, and that their source was outside park boundaries: 
“Spectacular bubbling springs adjacent to the park provide water for 30 small waterfalls, 
flowing the year around which are located in the park. Enhancing the popularity is a setting 
of mixed spruce and poplar tree cover.”71  

• In 1974, an excerpt of a report of a researcher visiting Big Hill Springs Provincial Park in May 
for its “Classification and Analysis of Ecological Programs,” highlighted the significance of 
the park’s increased use. The report noted its overnight camping “fully at its limit,” and the 
proximity of the day use areas “to the delicate springs area results in some of the problems 
associated with unplanned trail formation and damage to vegetation.”72  

• The report noted that “Picnickers are notorious for cutting willows here for roasting weiners 
[sic], and climbing the hill immediately behind the day-use area to seek dead wood for 
fires.”  The park’s officer, Ted Arlidge, suggested to the researcher that the area west of the 
road be closed to day-use and camping, while the camping area “be used exclusively for 
day-use.”  Being “within the thirty miles of Calgary, the area receives extremely intensive 
day-use during weekends.” 73  

• The report pointed out that, “The main problem area of the park is the area surrounding the 
springs where most use is concentrated.” It noted: “On the south slope of the springs, due 
to a combination of steepness, thin soil and vegetation, and the wet slimy nature of the soil, 
especially where springs flow across the hillside, the most commonly used trails have 

 

 

70 “‘Upgrading’ Big Hill Springs Park,” 5 November 1973, GR1983.0483.0467 Box 91, File 56. Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 57 
71 “Provincial Parks Policy for Alberta, May, 1973,” Position Paper No. 13, (Alberta Lands and Forests) 
https://archive.org/details/ableg_33398004187828/page/n15/mode/2up App doc 53. 
72 “Bighill Springs Provincial Park” report, author and date unidentified, with “Dates Visited: May 6 & 7, 1974, Section I: 
Classification & Analysis of Ecological Problems,” GR1983.0467, Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 56.  
73 “Bighill Springs Provincial Park” report, author and date unidentified, with “Dates Visited: May 6 & 7, 1974, Section I: 
Classification & Analysis of Ecological Problems,” GR1983.0467, Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 56.  
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eroded very badly in spots and constitutes an actual hazard to users during certain types of 
weather and times of the year.”74 

• In the report’s summary of the park’s “Special Natural Features,” the writer highlighted the 
springs: “In Big Hills Springs Park there are at least two unique natural areas in need of 
special treatment. The largest such area is the springs and waterfall area. This is a delicate 
area – the springs are approximately the same temperature all year long and remain open in 
winter, supporting a diverse and unique fauna and flora. Damage to this area is most 
notably by foot traffic which erodes streambanks and tramples vegetation.”75 

This report was likely influential in prompting the park’s reclassification as a “Preservation Park” in 
1976, which laid the basis for the park’s significant redevelopment: 

• In 1978, the Department announced the park’s closure to camping.76 The department’s 
media release announced that the park was being reserved for “day-use only activities in 
the 1979 summer season.”77 The same media release described Big Hill Springs Provincial 
Park as covering “26 hectares of spring fed foothills valley.”78 

• The media release framed the park’s preservation in ecological terms: “The once glaciated 
area is a fragile environment of unique limestone outcroppings situated at the interface of 
two ecological regions. Because of the ecosystem interface, distinct land forms and the 
variety of ‘aspects’ or slope directions within the park, Big Hill Springs contains a wide 
variety of vegetation and animal types.”79 The media release explained that the park was 
being reserved for day-use activities “such as picnicking, hiking and nature walks” with the 
intention of helping “restore the park to a more natural state,” and stated that “fully 
developed trails and the closure of the 50 camping units,” would stop the “current erosion 

 

 

74 “Bighill Springs Provincial Park” report, author and date unidentified, with “Dates Visited: May 6 & 7, 1974, Section C: 
Miscellaneous Human Use and Unplanned Development, Section C: GR1983.0467, Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 56. 
75 “Bighill Springs Provincial Park” report, author and date unidentified, with “Dates Visited: May 6 & 7, 1974, Section C: 
Miscellaneous Human Use and Unplanned Development, Section C: GR1983.0467, Box 9, File 56, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 56 
76 The Parks Division had made the decision to close the park to camping in October 1978. G.J. Strudwick asked the 
Regional Manager, West Central Region” of the Department of Recreation, Parks and Wildlife to “prepare a fairly 
detailed summary of the reasons for this move… so this may be edited and used for a news release, etc., to inform the 
public accordingly.” G.J. Strudwick to W.Y. Cadre, 4 October 1978, GR2020.0885, Box 11, File 1905, Province of Alberta 
Archives. App doc 58. 
77 C. Smith, Communications Director release approved 30 April 1979, GR 2020.0885, Box 11, File 1905, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 58. 
78 C. Smith, Communications Director release approved 30 April 1979, GR 2020.0885, Box 11, File 1905, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 58. 
79 C. Smith, Communications Director release approved 30 April 1979, GR 2020.0885, Box 11, File 1905, Province of 
Alberta Archives. App doc 58. 



 Big Hill Springs Park Historical and Historiographic Assessment 22 

of the steep valley walls.” The closed opportunity to camp “will be offset by the 
development of interpretive trails, exhibits, signs and displays.”80 In addition to the media 
release, the Department ran newspaper notices to announce the park’s reservation for day-
use: “re-development is underway to help restore the fragile environment of the park to a 
more natural state.”81  

• By the 1970s, the park’s springs sources outside its boundaries gained attention in the 
media. The Calgary Albertan in 1973 described the park in respect to externalities: 
“Spectacular bubbling springs adjacent to the park provide water for thirty small waterfalls 
which flow year round.”82 

Big Hill Springs Park Water and Ecological Understandings 
In the early 1970s, Alberta’s Parks Division was still falling under the purview of the Department of 
Lands and Forests.83 The Department depended on a considerable roster of scientists in its land and 
forest conservation by the beginnings of that decade. In 1971, some of the Department’s scientific 
expertise resided in its Technical Division, where two foresters, one agrologist, and one biologist 
were employed. The Department’s largest number of scientific staff was in its Fish & Wildlife 
division, with three research biologists, and 23 working biologists, two wildlife culturalists, and six 
fish culturalists. The Parks Division was largely devoted to parks management, employing 87 staff 
members to maintain, supervise, and enforce regulations in the province’s parks, numbering 48 in 
1971.84  

As park use expanded across Alberta’s parks system in the 1960s and 70s, the Parks Division facing 
significant management issues drew on the Department’s technical and scientific expertise. Many 
of these departmental scientists were significantly influenced by ecological science and advocated 
multiple resource management planning (MRMP) in keeping with the Alberta government’s 
commitment to a form of conservation that depended on public consultation and scientific 
expertise.85 It was within the larger Department’s ranks of science and technical experts that the 

 

 

80 C. Smith, Communications Director release approved 30 April 1979, GR 2020.0885, Box 11, File 1905, Province of 
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81 Newspaper advertisement, n.d., in C. Smith, Communications Director release approved 30 April 1979, GR 202.0885, 
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82 “Alberta Provincial Parks Provide Varied Recreation,” Calgary Albertan, 17 May 1973. App doc 59. 
83 Provincial parks moved from the provincial Department of Public Works in 1930 to 1949 under the Department of 
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84 22nd Annual Report for the Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1971 (Edmonton: Queen’s Printer, 1971), p. 173. Park 
statements of revenue and expenditures, including Big Hill Springs’, around found on p. 132. App doc 60. 
85 See, for instance, the 1970 summer issue of the Department’s public quarterly Alberta Lands, Forests, Parks, Wildlife. 
For the issue, one of the department’s wildlife scientists, William Wishart, published “A Mercury Problem in Alberta’s 
Game Birds;” its Calgary regional fisheries scientist, Denis McDonald, drew directly from Paul Erlich’s work, and 
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Park Division’s reports on Big Hill Springs Park communicated interest in its source waters, 
boundary issues raising conflict and undermining the park’s resources, and the environmental 
impact of overuse. The impact of ecological science within the larger Department of Lands and 
Forests likely explains a key change in parks management: 

• The 1974 Provincial Parks Act, for the first time in the province’s parks legislation, included 
the setting aside and protection of lands “of ecological interest.”86  

The authors of the Park’s 1976 mini master plan grounded its recommendations in respect to the 
park’s location in a “fescue grassland-aspen groveland biogeographic region,” where “variability of 
topography and aspect in Big Spring Coulee cause a remarkable number of biotic environments.”87 
The report included a park faunal species list and annotated catalogue of its plants. Among its 
policy recommendations was, “That the springs which are the name sake of the park be acquired” 
and the park’s reclassification as a “preservation area.”88 The authors highlighted the four main 
problems identified in the park’s management as resource degradation, “rowdyism”, lack of 
control, and “conflicts with other land uses and private lands.”89  

After its implementation, the mini master plan was to expire after five years in 1981.  

• In January 1982, J.P. Acton, in the Operations and Maintenance Branch, recommended the 
renewal of the mini-master plan for another five years. P.E. Skydt, the Director of the 
Outdoor Recreation Planning Branch, concurred with Acton’s recommendation, however, he 
noted that among the mini plan’s recommendations, some had not been implemented 
“(eg., relocation of fences, land acquisition), but unless specific important issues need to be 
resolved, no formal review process should be required.”90 
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• Accordingly, Acton ordered a five-year renewal of the 1976 mini master plan while he 
directed the Operations and Maintenance Branch to review and attempt to resolve its 
“outstanding issues,” including the relocation of fences and the negotiation of formal 
agreements with adjacent landowners.  

Acton also highlighted one of the mini-plan’s recommendations in February 1982: 

• “The springs which are the park’s namesake be acquired. It is our desire to see active 
negotiations through the Department of Environment be undertaken so that a formal 
position on acquisition of this property may be reached.” Handwritten next to that item 
identified the land in question lay in “LSD 13-39-26-3 W5M (40 acres).”91  
 

• The Planning Branch, assessing the action items by May 1982 communicated to the 
Operations and Maintenance Division his branch’s recommendation that a maximum 37.5 
acres in an area “adjacent to the park’s western boundary” be acquired. Although the “exact 
location of the springs in LSD 13 has not been determined,” the Department’s Resource 
Planning staff recommended the acquisition “in order that the important resource values of 
the springs are preserved, and the water quality of the creek running through the park is 
protected.”92  
 

• The Branch also communicated that the land purchase would serve “as a buffer from 
adjacent agricultural land use.” 93 Skydt, directing the Planning Branch, stated that the land 
purchase was supported by the District Superintendent for Fish Creek Provincial Park. He 
pointed out an alternative recommendation by the Department’s Operational Planning 
Division, “which favours retaining private ownership and establishing agreements for 
protection of the springs and downstream water quality. Difficulties encountered in 
previous negotiations with one of the two land owners involved is an indication of the 
problems which may be encountered in negotiations for purchase.”94  
 

• In addition to the Department’s acquisition of the properties, Skydt recommended 
relocating fences to correspond “as closely as possible, to actual park boundaries while 
recognizing that existing physical conditions and land uses may prevent implementation in 
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certain areas.” He cited as an example, “the interpretive trail passing through private land in 
the southeast portion of LSD 11, and the Department may wish to negotiate a land 
exchange, purchase, or agreement for use of this area with the owner.”95  
 

• The Operations Planning Branch, through its Associate Director, B.M. Duffin, however, 
expressed the views of his branch on Acton’s recommendation to acquire the land in May 
1982. Duffin wrote that his branch “still feel that purchase of the property containing the 
springs, is not necessary if an agreement to protect the springs and water quality 
downstream may be negotiated with the land owners.” It was also “imperative that some 
formal agreements be worked out, in relationship to the fence lines, and the use of adjacent 
landowners property for park use and vice versa.”96 Accordingly, Skydt concurred with the 
Operations and Maintenance Division’s beginning negotiations, suggesting that a Planning 
Branch staff member be involved with them.97  

Between August and October 1982, Cadre spoke with landowners to see if there were any 
alternatives to a land purchase. In his meetings with William Boothby, he reached an agreement for 
a land swap involving a land purchase from G. Parker, another rancher in the area.98  

The springs headwater lands would be acquired in a plan Cadre presented to Kalinovich in October 
1982: 

• The government would purchase about 320 acres of Parker family land in a western block, 
as well 15 acres from the family where some of the springs headwaters were located.  The 
government would then trade to Boothby about 10 acres of park on its eastern boundary 
for about 22.5 acres of Boothby’s property in the springs’ headwater area, as well as about 
15 acres of Boothby’s land on the south and west boundary of the park. In exchange, 
Boothby would receive the 320 acres the park purchased from the Parker family in the 
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western block. The plan would have considerably extended the park from its current 
southern-western boundaries and laid it continuously to Big Hill springs headwaters.99 
 

• In his calculations, Cadre saw the park gaining 15 acres from the Parker family and 37.5 
acres from Boothby, while losing 10 acres to Boothby. 

The historical record available to the researcher ended with a letter by E.E. Cline, Assistant Deputy 
Minister, Design and Implementation Division, in November 1982: 

• “My staff have reviewed the land exchange option proposed by Mr. [William] Boothby and 
feel that it would provide an effective mechanism for protecting the resource values of Big 
Hill Springs Provincial Park,” Cline wrote. He had concerns that problems would arise with 
an exchange on a “value for value” basis, “since the size of the various parcels involved are 
substantially different,” calculating that the government would exchange 320 acres for a 
parcel of 22.5 acres.100 

The documentary record available to the researchers, ending with Cline’s letter, precludes a fuller 
analysis and chronology of the park land acquisition. While the purchase of the Parker family’s 15 
acres seems to have gone ahead, the larger purchase of the western tract and the trade with 
Boothby did not take place. To the present day, the park protects only a portion of Big Hill Springs 
headwaters in a northwest land holding separated from the main park. Unpublished orders in 
council, or perhaps a ministerial order, for the park’s expansion could not be located for the 
purposes of this report to confirm the year and nature of the land transaction. 

In the context of the land swap’s planning, an application for subdivision of a property to the north 
and east of Cochrane was reaching the Municipal District of Rocky View No 44 council in November 
1982. The Parks Branch sent representatives Doug Kielau and Derry Armstrong to its meeting: 

• Kielau stated at the meeting, that “we (The Dept.) is not technically opposed but would 
request consideration of guidelines to minimize downstream impact. That would include 
storm water, waste water, erosional appropriate management. Our concern was 
downstream water quality.”101  
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In 1998, when the Alberta Environmental Protection of Natural Resources Services issued a 
Management Plan for Big Hill Springs Provincial Park, the park was divided between “facility,” 
“natural environmental,” and “preservation zones,” the latter preserving portions of the springs 
now included with the park’s protection.  

• The management plan established the park’s classification. The major attributes of the 
park’s classification included the springs flowing year round, a “stream bank with unique 
tufa deposits and vegetation,” the “dramatic ‘Big Hill’ coulee landscape,” “a variety of 
vegetation types due to different topographic slopes and aspects,” archaeological digs in 
the vicinity indicating “possible pre-historic occupation,” and the site of the historic 
creamery and fish hatchery.102  
 

• The management plan stated that the park was “important in Alberta’s protected area 
system due to the special resources contained in the Park (ie. Springs, coulee landscape, 
vegetation). Although small in size, it is one of the few existing protected areas 
representing the Foothills Parkland Sub-Region.”103 
  

• It also pointed out that the “head waters of the springs are currently separated from the 
main public use area because of a non-contiguous land base. Land acquisitions will be 
pursued to protect the entire springs and sections of the creek associated with the 
Park.”104 

 

• In the plan’s “Public Input Summary,” the authors noted that, “There was general 
support for any land acquisitions that would protect the actual springs.”105 Its “Local 
Landowner Input” section noted “a difference of opinion between landowners with 
regard to the feasibility of land acquisition south, down to the coulee. One felt this was a 

 

 

that any development be set back from the creek bed a minimum of 100 meters, and that appropriate storm water 
management, erosion control, and sewage disposal measures be applied.” D.E. Cline to David Kalinovich, Nov [date 
obscured in copy] GR2020.0885, Box 11, File 19054, Province of Alberta Archives. App doc 67. 
102 Final Draft, “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Management Plan,” Alberta Environmental Protection, Natural Resources 
Service, 13 August 1998, 3. App doc 68. Pharis cites Derry Armstrong, Rod Gow, and Wayne Meikle compiling the report 
on behalf of the Area Manager of Natural Resources Services. Vivian Pharis, “Notes on history of Big Hill Springs 
Provincial Park,” 2. 
103 Final Draft, “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Management Plan,” Alberta Environmental Protection, Natural Resources 
Service, 13 August 1998, 4. App doc 67 
104 Final Draft, “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Management Plan,” Alberta Environmental Protection, Natural Resources 
Service, 13 August 1998, 5. App doc 67.  
105 Final Draft, “Big Hill Springs Provincial Park Management Plan,” Alberta Environmental Protection, Natural Resources 
Service, 13 August 1998, 16. App doc 68. 



 Big Hill Springs Park Historical and Historiographic Assessment 28 

good option particularly with reference to protecting the valley in its entirety. Another 
adjacent landowner was against further land acquisition for the park.”106 

 

Discussion 
This preliminary assessment of the historiography and historical record of Big Hill Springs Provincial 
Park drew on the park’s fragmentary and incomplete documentary base. Surviving records and 
extent historiography expose settlement patterns in the Cochrane region broadly including park 
lands. Big Hill Springs and Big Hill Creek themselves have been situated in historical narratives that 
emphasize economic development and community building with a focus on transportation 
infrastructure, proximity to markets, and regional economic change.  

Big Hill Springs most certainly gained value in its recreational use. It is difficult to precisely 
determine when values historically developed in respect to Big Hill Creek’s intrinsic and unique 
qualities: springs-fed, some of it ice-free and available year-round, and naturally gravel-filtered for 
purity. When its waters are mentioned in the early record, they are more typically valued for their 
potable and stock-watering qualities, and, in the case of the Big Hills creamery, their value in 
potential energy and use as a refrigerant. There are early surveyor assessments and family history 
accounts that speak of the water’s availability year-round. But springs throughout the district were 
similarly prized by early landowners. Big Hill Creek’s water purity prompted early discussions in the 
town of Cochrane to use the creek as a source of potable water.  

The documentary record, as existing for the researchers, suggests that the park’s site gained 
appreciation, very early, for its “natural beauty” in picturesque terms. Artesian springs have deep 
spiritual and cultural meanings in human history and continued to be venerated in the period of 
settler colonialism in Western Canada.107 In European and North American history, water was 
demystified by the early 19th century after the discovery of its chemical properties and its potential 
energy for early mechanical and hydroelectric development.108 However, even after springs were 
demystified of their spiritual associations for many, they were still of understood for their capacity 
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for “healing and relief of sickness.”109 The most famous example of venerated springs in Western 
Canada are the hot springs in Banff National Park, sacred to Indigenous people and presumably 
offering “curative properties of the water” to tourists for much of the park’s history.110 The 1934 
Calgary Herald writer seeing a “Glimpse of Highland Charm” at Big Hill Springs saw a “fairy-like 
glade” around its springs, suggesting the site’s powerful meaning to early Albertans.111  

The documentary record makes evident that the site’s idyllic charms attracted increasing interest 
among autotourists who, in the first half of the 20th century, escaped cities in the anti-modern 
movement to gain health in nature and respite from urban “over-civilization.”112 The record 
indicates that the site gained such popularity within the region that it was vulnerable to overuse 
and degradation from unregulated recreation as early as 1934. After the park’s establishment, 
expanding visitor use raised significant management challenges, these needed to preserve the 
park’s recreation values and natural beauty. It was likely in the context of management efforts to 
correct overuse of the park and Big Hill Creek in the 1960s that more comprehensive appreciation 
of the park’s waters developed. Anglers, wilderness preservationists, and public service institutions 
like the Devonian Foundation gained an appreciation for the park’s Creek as a cohesive watershed. 
The Parks Division, turning to scientific and technical expertise in the Department of Lands and 
Forests to better manage the park, also gained greater appreciation for the park’s water and its 
source beyond the park’s boundaries. The overall context of the 1970s environmentalist movement 
was undoubtedly influencing these appreciations. As Armstrong, et.al., point out, by the 1980s, 
environmentalism had made an impact on policy in Alberta: 

• “During this period, a new environmental outlook had begun to drive policy at the provincial 
and municipal levels of government, within both bureaucracies as well as the elected 
bodies, and amongst the electorate more broadly. This change in attitude could be 
illustrated by the new Lougheed government’s passage of a Clean Air and Water Act in 1971 
and the creation of the Alberta Environment Ministry to administer it and thirty-one other 
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pieces of provincial legislation.”113 

With many of the Department of Lands and Forests’ own scientists advancing ecology in resource 
management and advocating multiple resource management planning in policy considerations, 
park managers understood that Big Hill Springs Park, redesignated as a preservation park, 
demanded the preservation of the spring’s headwaters outside the park.  

Initially, the Parks Division debated whether the Creek’s headwaters might be protected through 
working land use agreements with neighbouring landowners or through land purchases. 
Negotiations with a landowner in the area, William Boothby, resulted in a proposed land swap that 
would have seen the park acquire a much larger land base to protect Big Hill springs. Only a small 
portion of that proposed acquisition came from these efforts, with the park protecting a much 
smaller portion of the springs’ headwater area and its land base not extending farther westward. 
The land acquisition remained separated from the main park. Park managers still needed to 
develop arrangements with landowners around fencing and work with communities in respect to 
road access. They also understood the importance of monitoring and intervening, when necessary, 
in upstream residential development if it affected downstream water quality within the park.  

Certainly, by the mid-1970s, managers understood that one of the park’s most valuable assets, its 
ecology, depended on the integrity of Big Hill springs water at their source. 

The park’s history is dominated by issues arising outside the park needing management. Its 
boundaries were circumscribed. Small and unique in its attributes within the region, the site’s 
natural beauty drew campers, anglers, and berry-pickers early in the settlement period. The park 
constituted an “oasis amid the surrounding grassy hills,” as Normal Willmore, the Minister of Lands 
and Forests, said in 1962.114 Evidently, the site attracted visitors because it presented a natural 
space that was comparatively lush, abundantly watered, and topographically dramatic in a much 
larger region of grassland being transformed by ranching, settlement, and town and city growth. By 
the 1970s, it was clear that the park’s recreational and natural values depended on the park’s 
preservation in respect to neighbouring land users. Redesignated as a “preservation park” in 1976, 
Big Hill Springs Park had gained values of “ecological interest” now meriting protection under the 
Provincial Parks Act of 1974. Park managers understood that the park’s ecology depended on the 
preservation of Big Hill springs headwaters. 

The park’s small dimensions consistently raised important boundary issues. Parks managers found 
the park’s boundaries, initially poorly indicated, porous to neighbouring ranch cattle herds; visitors 
in such a small park easily walked beyond its boundaries to trespass on non-park lands. Managing 
use among its expanding recreationalists in the 1960s and 1970s, managers strategized around 
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road access, restricted camping, and invested in infrastructure to control hiking to preserve the 
park’s vegetation and stream banks. The gaining awareness of the park’s fragile and unique 
vegetative cover, especially its dependence on the park’s springs-sourced waters, raised the need 
to preserve those springs outside park boundaries. 

Arguably, every national and provincial park has its own border and borderlands issues arising in its 
management history. Border issues compounded in the case of Big Hill Springs Park given its 
relatively small size, burgeoning visitor use, and unique hydrology. As Alan MacEachern points out 
in the case of Canada’s National Parks, parks history is always one of balancing use with 
preservation. A park is maintained only by its management. As its use increases, management must 
increase to preserve a park understood as natural.115  

As a park dependent on ecological processes within and beyond its boundaries, the park’s very 
small dimensions raised in relief a challenge arising in the Alberta government’s commitment to 
wilderness preservation in the early 1970s. While applauding the Alberta government’s Wilderness 
Areas Act in 1971, the recently-formed Federation of Alberta Naturalists understood its legislative 
shortcomings by assigning only a maximum of 144 square miles to such areas.116 In many ways, 
what played out in Alberta’s history in respect to the government’s new wilderness areas was 
playing out keenly in the case of Big Hill Springs Provincial Park. Half a century ago, the park’s 
managers understood that the values associated with Big Hill Springs’ biota and waters within park 
boundaries could only be preserved by protecting its springs water supply beyond them.  
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