Waterton Lakes

National Park

Chief Mountain International Highway Relief Work'

It was no secret J. B. Harkin, commissioner of national parks, had hoped for years to
get a road built to link Waterton and Glacier, one section of which would be built on the
Waterton’s east side. It was an idea he suggested in 1915 and never lost sight of.2 Sixteen
years later the time seemed right to pursue his dream in earnest and he broached the
subject with his U.S. counterpart Horace M. Albright, director of the National Park
Service in Washington D. C., who, after a preliminary survey, was of like mind. “This
pI‘O_]eCt appears to have cons1derable merit,” Albright told Harkin in a letter at the end of
1931. What Albright wanted,
however, was assurance that the
Canadian portion of the road would
be built before he would contract for
the U.S. portion of the road.3

The two men met in Ottawa the
following May to discuss the
proposed road. Harkin told Albright
that if another appropriation (for
unemployment relief) were made, he
would see “that the Waterton-
Glacier Project is undertaken.”4

Teams of horses were used to begin the highway A new relief agreement between the

construction in the absence of heavy motorized equipment. province and the feder'al
(Photo: Galt Museum and Archives) government was announced in

August, 1931,5 establishing work

camps for single unemployed men in
national parks with costs paid by the federal government and administration costs,
including material, borne by the province. A program of public works, which included
major roads, would form the backbone of the new relief program.® This paved the way
for the plan to be released for construction of road linking the two parks via a new east
side highway. Work would begin the following autumn.” The new road would shortened
the connection between the two parks by some 48 kilometres by cutting a north-south
direct route rather than the existing longer east-west route taken through Cardston and
Carway.

No time was lost orchestrating this new road. Starting in the autumn of 1932 the first
camps were constructed to accommodate the men and were added to progressively as
work proceeded toward the international boundary. The first camp, initially used by the
workers but soon converted to an office, was erected east of the Maskinonge, a second
was on the Stony Creek ridge, a third on Crooked Creek, a fourth near the Belly River
and the fifth near the international boundary.8 The first crew of men from Lethridge
arrived by the third week in November and were put to work immediately erecting
permanent log buildings for camps and cutting rights of way, clearing and grubbing the

| 04 |
Bel e, B, Canada



route in preparation for the spring.

While this work was underway, the
road survey, which had begun 10
years previous but was halted,
resumed in November.9 After a brief
winter hiatus, more than 100 men
from Lethbridge were back on the
road building job in March, 1933.1°
Work continued apace with winter
layoffs required when snow was the
deepest and the temperature the
coldest.

There was a great deal of interest in
the road’s progress. In September,
1934 The Great Falls Tribune
speculated that visitation to
Waterton would be greatly increased
once the road was open: “With the
opening of the scenic motor way
connecting directly the sister parks,

In places the progress toward the international border was
easy to gauge by Chief Mountain which dominates the
skyline. (Photo: Parks Canada)

another big increase is looked for.... The highway will open an entirely new section of
Waterton Park, with numerous trails accessible.”t

The camp cooks and their helpers were
essential employees, keeping the hard
working crews well fed.
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The passage of the Public Works Construction
Act of 1934 and the Supplementary Public Works
Construction Act of 1935, proved to be a boon for
national parks projects and this road was no
exception.2 According to Historian Bill Waiser,
“Once the various projects went on the PWCA
footing, married men with dependents were to be
given preference at all job sites.”'3 Minimum
wages were increased to 45 cents an hour for
labourers, up from 20 cents a day and the work
day was defined as eight hours.4 Single men
were on their own to find work elsewhere as they
could.’s The relief camps ended in 1935 by which
time the Chief Mountain International Highway
was nearly complete.’® It opened to motorists
June 14, 1936.17

While the road was under construction it had
been referred to in a variety of ways including
Kennedy Creek Cut Off, and Kennedy Creek-Belly
River Road. The name finally agreed upon by



park officials on both sides of the border was Chief Mountain International Highway,
which was suggested by Herbert Legg of Canada Customs.18

Nearly all of the Canadian side of this seasonal road, constructed between the fall of 1932
and spring of 1935 lay in Waterton
Lakes National Park with the
exception of a crossing through the
Blood Indian Timber Limit. The
Glacier National Park section was just
five and a half kilometres in length.
The balance of the U.S. portion, about
20 kilometres, was built on the
Blackfeet Indian Reservation. The
southern part of the highway was
built over a total of 13 months
between the fall of 1934 and the
summer of 1936 by Montana state
employees and contractors.19

With the start of the 1936 season, the  7he Chief Mountain International Highway cut the road

Great Northern Railway, long a gistance between Waterton and Glacier and opened
proponent of a shorter link between scenic vistas between the two parks.

the two parks to serve its hotel guests, (Photo: Parks Canada)

reopened the Prince of Wales Hotel

after a three summer closure.2 The hotel, where the Rotarians had first proposed
establishment of Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park, provided a venue for a
formal dedication of the Canadian portion of the Peace Park and served as ceremony
headquarters.22 No formal ceremony was held to mark the opening of the Chief
Mountain International Highway.

Visitors literally flocked to Waterton that summer. More than 59,000 people, an
increase of nearly 30 per cent over 1935,22 came to the park to participate in the
associated events, travel the new highway and enjoy Waterton. Unknown to national
park officials until early 1936, was the fact that they had violated Blood Indian treaty
rights. The government had failed to pay compensation for building the highway over a
portion of the Blood Indian Timber Limit.23 The matter was not resolved until 1955
when passage of an amendment to the National Parks Act provided for a land exchange
in lieu of monetary compensation.24

In the years following the 1936 opening, all improvements to the Canadian side of the
Chief Mountain International Highway were done under normal labor conditions at full
wages. No formal recognition or acknowledgement was ever made for the work done by
the relief workers who built the highway, making their story one shrouded in time.
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