Waterton Lakes

National Park

Akamina Parkway (Loop Road Proposal)

Construction of the Akamina Highway (now known as Akamina Parkway) was originally
proposed as a link to Glacier National Park (Montana) to the south. This link would have
started at a branch off the road to Cameron Lake near Waterton’s western border,! run
through a corner of British Columbia and angled south to Montana’s Flathead Valley and
Lake McDonald on the west side of Glacier.2 From there it would have become a
connection to all the main park-to-park routes in the Western United States3 as well as
providing a potential gateway to Canadian national parks.

While the branch road never went farther than
the Alberta-British Columbia border, the
proposal itself took many twists and turns over
the years as hopes were raised and dashed and
raised again. With park authorities depending
on governments in British Columbia and
Washington, D. C. to agree with the plan, it
became a long and controversial matter that
never came to fruition.4

J. B. Harkin, Commissioner of National Parks,
had suggested the road link in his 1915 annual
report to Parliament noting, “A main road
should be built from the north to the south and
make available for motor and general
traffic...and a junction formed with existing
roads leading across the provincial boundary
into British Columbia, also across the
international boundary to the United States’
Glacier National Park.”s But with the First
World War underway and reduced budgets, the
idea was held in abeyance until 1921 when
Without benefit of any safety equipment, a post-war budgets were improved and bolstered
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(Photo: Harwood Collection, WLNF Archives)  \yjaterton among Canada’s national parks made
the greatest advance in visitor numbers. “This is

rapidly becoming one of the most popular of

the parks and in spite of its comparative

isolation, it promises soon to rival some of the larger reservations along the main railway
line,” W. W. Cory, Deputy Minster, noted in his 1921-22 annual report.” To the north, the
Banff-Windermere Highway was nearing completion and international inquiries were
coming in from nearly every state and several countries. The traffic increase was
estimated at 10,000 cars annually. “An international traffic of this magnitude means
much to this country both on account of the foreign revenue it will bring in and the
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increased international knowledge
and goodwill that must inevitably
result,” Cory wrote.

The Waterton-Glacier loop road was
seen as a worthy idea, given the
substantial development scheme
undertaken by the Minnesota-based
Great Northern Railway in Glacier8
and the potential for tourism spinoffs
for Waterton.® As early as 1919 The
Lethbridge Herald urged the
construction of a road that would link
Waterton to Lake McDonald in
Glacier claiming the U.S. government
was willing to co-operate by building
43 kilometers of mountain road if the
Dominion government would build
just over seven kilometers of road on
its side of the international
boundary.10 In 1920, Supt. George A.
Bevan publically elaborated on the
idea which he visualized as two roads,
one running due east from the
Waterton River bridge, along the Belly
River valley and another road via
Akamina Pass into British Columbia
and south to the border. He called for : :

the co-operation of B. C. and Glacier The road at the very narrow Devil’s Point required
to connect the parks via the Kishinena cutting through solid rock. (Photo: WLNP Archives)
Pass and the Flathead River, outlining

the route in detail .11

When construction of the Akamina Highway began in the fall of 1921, Bevan was already
claiming it would be a circular route “to take in all the scenic beauties of the district
covered.”!2 To say the federal government, eager to reap the benefits of added tourism,
was optimistic about this project was not an exaggeration.13

Work on the Waterton portion of the highway, which absorbed much the of the park’s
operating budget, continued,# if slowly. In 1925, construction had progressed only about
three kilometres from the townsite to Devil’'s Point with a maximum road width of 3.65
meters due to the need for blasting of solid rock much of the way.’> Blasting was
generally carried out during winter months, in part to avoid disturbing visitors. The
following year, the still rather rough road was open to vehicles as far as Oil City. Owing
to the danger from blasting in 1927, the road was only open on weekends as the crews
moved to remove the travel restrictions at the earliest possible date.16



The opening of the new Prince of
Wales Hotel in late July, 1927
heightened interest in the loop road
as work continued through
September. To complete the route
to Cameron Lake, there was still
much work to be done, to say
nothing of the branch road to the
Alberta-British Columbia border
where the loop would begin. By the
end of the construction season of
1927 the Akamina road had only
been prepared to Mile 6, a spot just
past Lineham Creek.}” It would : S SR
need substantial additional work t0 ywhen the road opened it was a well-graded scenic drive. The
widen the road and improve the absence of guard rails made it essential the driver devoted
surface as well as complete the road full attention to the operation of the vehicle.

to the lake. According to the Report (Photo: WLNP Archives)

of the Commissioner, the road was

completed early in 1928 from park

headquarters to the Akamina Pass,!8 although “completed” was a relative word. There
was still much to be done: building culverts, clearing, grading and the like. Even while
that was underway in the summer of 1928, J. M. Wardle, chief engineer, noted “The
Cameron Lake road is becoming very popular and the daily motor traffic is quite
heavy.”19

Negotiations between British Columbia and the Dominion government began in the
spring of 1928 in the hope of transferring the necessary land to enlarge Waterton and
build the road past the Alberta boundary for a circle highway through both parks to
connect with the Logan Pass route (Going to the Sun Highway).20 But no agreement was
reached. According to Donald W. Buchanan,?! of The Lethbridge Herald, “The section in
British Columbia...is provincially controlled and there seems little likelihood of any
construction being done there within the near future.”22

And then a wrench was thrown into the works when Glacier officials publically offered a
variation to the proposal in August, 1928. By then Glacier was involved in building three
major road projects of its own,23 and J. Ross Eakin, Glacier’s superintendent, told the
Lethbridge newspaper that while he hadn’t given up on the loop road, “it would be four
or five years until we get around to it.”24 A year later another variation of the proposal
was considered a “distinct possibility.”25 But then all bets were off when the Great
Depression changed everything. Under Canada’s federal unemployment relief program,
$33,000 was to be shared by Banff, Jasper and Waterton. But Waterton’s share for the
winter of 1931-1932 was only $2,000 which limited the man hours and progress that
could be made on road improvements negating any chance of a start on the cross-border
extension of the Akamina highway.



Reverting to a kind of “Plan B” in 1932 and utilizing the federal government’s next wave
of unemployment relief money, road work focused on Waterton’s east side where
construction began on what would be eventually known as the Chief Mountain
International Highway. This road opened in 1936.26

Three years later the Second World War began and manpower and money were focused
on the war effort. It wasn’t until the war was over in 1945 that rumors began that the
B.C. government had agreed to the annexing of nearly 52 square kilometers on its
southeastern border to Waterton allowing construction of the long awaited loop road.?’
But it was indeed only a rumor.

Ever hopeful that an agreement could be worked out in the future, the Canadian
government chose the Akamina project as a part of its post war program28 explaining the
need to reconstruct the road: “This road comprises a very scenic drive along Cameron
Creek to Cameron Lake The road is in considerable need of rebuilding—various small
- T e culverts are in need of replacement
and the general alignment of the road
is in need of adjustment. It is likely
that in the not too distant future this
road may be lengthened into the
Province of British Columbia and
thence south into the United States. In
the meantime, however, this road is
greatly in need of reconstruction and
revision not alone as a measure of
safety but also as a scenic road
embodying comfortable travel.”29

e Pl s o B General Contracting Company  of
Packing dynamite into the cliff face during 1948 blasting Lethbridge won the job as the
operations on the Akamina roadway. contractor of the $200,000 project
(Photo: Library and Archives Canada 3256496) which began in the spring of 1948 and

continued the work over several years.

The job involved major road
reconstruction to widen, level, straighten and in some cases cut out an entirely new
section.30

The road was finally paved in 1952.31 A variety of weather events created repeated
damage to the route, but because of its exceptional scenic value and the popularity of
Cameron Lake at the road’s terminus, each time road time repairs were made.32 But
more than major improvements was the continuing matter of the road’s extension, a
topic that was repeatedly expressed. In 1959, an international trail ride was held to
demonstrate the potential of a route. Later, starting in 1969 and again in 1970 and 1971,
motorized treks were organized over roughly the same route to demonstrate the
possibilities.33 Opposition to the road, however, was just as persistent.34

Over the next years, efforts to get this loop built and the British Columbia region



The 1969 four-wheel drive trek was staged to demonstrate the
feasibility of linking the road to British Columbia and on to
Montana. (Photo: Galt Museum and Archives)

annexed to Waterton came to
nothing. Despite repeated
pleas from the travelling
public, the Waterton Chamber
of Commerce and chambers
throughout southern Alberta
and northern Montana,
newspaper editorials, support
from both individual Canadian
and U.S. politicians, and a
resolution by the Alberta and
Montana Rotary clubs, the
road would never go beyond at
Cameron Lake.3> As loud as
the voice was in support of the
loop road, articles in the
Lethbridge Herald in 1969 and
1970 opposing the chamber
supported motorcade over the
pass, echoed from the other
court. Northern Development
Minister Jean Chretien was
asked to intervene.36

Parks Canada’s  planners
weighed in on the issue in a
1975 planning backgrounder:
“Extension of the Cameron
Road over the Akamina Pass,
to connect with the West
Glacier Park Road, would
result in a trans-mountain
route, the absence of which
presently sets Waterton apart
from the other mountain
parks. The increased volumes
of traffic would require

additional facilities which, even if feasible, would occur at the expense of park features.
To date British Columbia has shown no interest in constructing this road link and only

one half mile of the route lies within the park.”37

The following year, the planners were solidly behind the abandonment of the loop road
idea: “It is proposed that Parks Canada officially abandon any thoughts of a road over
Akamina Pass into British Columbia. Only one half mile of the route is in Waterton
Lakes National Park—the remainder crosses B.C. Provincial Crown land. The proposed
road connection has always been tied to a suggestion that the park be enlarged to include



the Akamina and Kishinena watershed. There is presently no indication that such an
enlargement will occur. It is recommended that the one half mile of dirt road within the
park be permanently closed to vehicles and be converted to a trail.”38 In addition,
planners noted, “Parks Canada would welcome designation of this area as a Class A
Provincial Park.”39 In 1977, Waterton’s Master Plan at last ended the loop road proposal.
The existing short section of road was permanently closed to motorized vehicles.4° In
1995, the British Columbia government established the Class A Akamina-Kishinena
Provincial Park. Only bicycles, horse and foot travel were allowed.4!

Since the Akamina Parkway was built, its high altitude location42 has required continual
road repairs due to extreme weather, erosion and wear and tear.43 So valued is this route
to visitor appreciation of one of the most scenic parts of the park, it has been repaired,
repaved and improved many times, the most recent scheduled to begin the summer of
2016.44 The parkway’s loss or permanent closure would be virtually unthinkable.
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