
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Western Canada in brief

			

		

	
		
			
				Portrait

				Geography

				Western Canada is a difficult region to pin down. Some define it as British Columbia and Alberta, some as everything west of Ontario (generally thought of as central Canada), while still others would further divide that version of Western Canada into the Prairies, the mountains and the coast. This guidebook uses the wider definition, including the provinces of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, so that we may introduce you to the range of landscapes found across this part of Canada. The majestic chain of mountains, the Rockies, is an easy focus for any trip to this part of the world. But what trip to Canada’s West would be complete without also experiencing Calgary and the world-famous Stampede, the rolling plains, magnificent lakes and rivers of southern Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, the Pacific metropolis of Vancouver, the stunning coastline, the Gulf Islands or the fruitful valleys of southern British Columbia?

				This region has only been known to Europeans for 200 years. In fact, the sons of the French explorer La Vérendrye did not set eyes on the Rocky Mountains until the end of the 18th century, and England’s George Vancouver only explored the Pacific coast and Columbia River in the last decade of the same century. White settlement of the region is even more recent, going back just over 100 years in Alberta, which, like Saskatchewan, has only existed as a province since 1905. Aboriginal peoples have inhabited this territory for at least 11,000 years, but never in large numbers; there were only 220,000 of them in all of Canada when explorer Jacques Cartier arrived in Québec in 1534. 

				As we said, this guide covers the four most westerly provinces of Canada: British Columbia, located on the Pacific coast and covered by vast mountain chains; Alberta, which begins on the eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountains and extends into the vast Canadian prairies; Saskatchewan; and finally Manitoba, which borders the central province of Ontario. From the coast eastward, these provinces are bordered to the south by the U.S. states of Washington, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota and Minnesota. British Columbia borders Alaska to the northwest and the Yukon to the north. The northeastern corner of British Columbia and the entire northern border of Alberta and Saskatchewan are shared with the Northwest Territories, while Manitoba’s northern border is shared by the Inuit territory of Nunavut.

				British Columbia is the largest of these provinces with an area of 950,000km2. Alberta covers 660,000km2,  Saskatchewan stretches over 651,900km2, and Manitoba, the smallest of Canada’s western provinces, covers some 650,000km2.

				Carved out by countless fjords and dotted with hundreds of islands, British Columbia’s jagged coastline is 7,000km long, not counting the shores of the islands. The largest of these is Vancouver Island, about the size of the Netherlands and home to the provincial capital, Victoria. Despite its name, the city of Vancouver is not on the island but rather lies across the Strait of Juan de Fuca, on the mainland. The Queen Charlotte Islands or Haida Gwaii lie to the north. The maritime nature of the province is foremost in many minds, but in actuality three quarters of the province lies an average of more than 930m above sea level, and a 3,000m-high barrier of mountains is visible from the coast. From west to east, a succession of mountain ranges stretches all the way to the famous Rocky Mountains, whose summits reach up to 4,000m. This chain was named for its bare, rocky eastern slopes.

				During the Precambrian era, the Pacific Ocean covered most of Western Canada. Over a period of about 500 million years, the ocean advanced and receded, depositing sediment on the Precambrian rock of the Canadian Shield, one of the oldest rock formations on earth. Microscopic organisms in the sea died, creating enormous amounts of decaying organic matter, at the source of Alberta’s huge oil deposits. By the Cretaceous period, some 75 million years ago, the Arctic Ocean had flooded most of Alberta, creating a vast inland sea known as the Bearpaw. 

				Dinosaurs thrived along the shores of this subtropical sea and along the rivers that emptied into it. They lived there for millions of years until about 70 million years ago, when the Pacific Plate collided with the North American Plate and was forced upwards, forming the mountain ranges of present-day British Columbia and western Alberta. This gradually altered the climate, cooling things down and eventually killing off the dinosaurs around 63 million years ago. Then, about a million years ago, four polar ice caps advanced across the region, eroding the mountain ranges and carving out the rivers and lakes that make up the present landscape of Alberta, Sakatchewan and Manitoba as they receded.

				These rivers divide the province of Alberta into distinct regions. The Mackenzie, Peace and Athabasca Rivers make the land arable as far as the Boreal forests of the north and eventually empty into the Arctic Ocean. The North Saskatchewan and Red Deer Rivers provide most of the irrigation for Alberta farms, and empty into Hudson Bay, along with the South Saskatchewan, Oldman and Bow Rivers.

				The First Inhabitants

				The region’s first human inhabitants are believed to have arrived at least 11,000 years ago when the Wisconsin glacier receded, though they may have arrived on the American continent earlier. These people found large numbers of buffalo and other game animals here, as well as berries and roots. They did not waste any of these resources, using hides for clothing, storage and shelter, bones as tools, horns for spoons, antlers for handles, plants for medicines, sinew for thread and clay for pottery.

				There is some doubt, however, as to whether native civilization on the West Coast came with these same vast waves of immigration. According to one theory, the ancestors of the West Coast tribes came here more recently (around 3000 BC) from islands in the Pacific. Proponents of this hypothesis base their argument on Aboriginal art, traditions and languages, which are not unlike those of the indigenous peoples of the Pacific islands.

				In the 18th century, five First Nations occupied the area between Hudson Bay and the Rocky Mountains. The part of the Canadian Shield covered by vast forests is Ojibway land. The Assiniboine occupied the plains and prairies, while the Western Cree lived in the forests and plains south of present-day Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Southwest of these two groups lived the Blackfoot, and in the far north, the Athapaskans. The arrival of the European colonization drastically disrupted these nations. They were either brought into direct conflict with the colonists or other displaced Aboriginal groups, or were affected by the ensuing profound changes in the environment, such as the near extinction of the Prairie buffalo herds.

				Alberta Treaties

				Under Treaty No. 6, the Cree, Assiniboine and Ojibwa surrendered all lands in central Alberta in 1876. The next year, the Blackfoot, Blood, Peigan, Sarcee and Stoney signed Treaty No. 7, surrendering all lands south of Treaty No. 6. The northern lands of the Beaver, Cree, Slavey and Chipewyan were surrendered in Treaty No. 8, signed in 1899.

				The Arrival of the Europeans

				Canadian history is marked by a series of treaties between First Nations and Europeans. In the West, the first treaties were drawn up in the 19th century, when the Aboriginal peoples, seeing themselves on the brink of assimilation, had to give up much of their land to the Crown. This is when the first reserves were created, which, to this day, are still home to many First Nation’s peoples. In most cases, the area set aside for reserves was based on five inhabitants per square mile (around 2.5km2). 

				When the first Europeans arrived on the coast in the 18th century, the territory that was to become British Columbia was occupied by Nootka, Coast Salish, Kwakiutl, Bella Coola, Tsimshian, Haida and Tlingit. Tagish, Tahltan, Testsaut, Carrier, Chilcotin, Interior Salish, Nicola and Kootenay occupied the interior. Slavery seems to have been practised among the Interior Salish, who had three social classes.

				The region that would become Vancouver was inhabited by the Salish (the other linguistic families on the Pacific coast are the Haida, the Tsimshian, the Tlingit, the Nootka, the Kwakiutl and the Bella Coola). Like their compatriots, they favoured this region for its remarkably mild climate and abundance of belugas, salmon, seals, fruit and other resources. This beneficial environment, combined with the barrier formed by the nearby mountains, enabled the coastal nations to thrive. Not only was their population quite large, but it was also significantly denser than that of other First Nations in central and eastern Canada.

				In 1820, there were some 25,000 Salish living on the shores of the Fraser River, from its mouth south of Vancouver all the way up into the Rockies. Like other native tribes, the Salish were sedentary and lived in villages of red cedar longhouses. They traded with other natives along the coast during potlatches, festive ceremonies lasting weeks on end and marked by the exchange of gifts.

				The Hudson’s Bay Company

				In 1610, English navigator Henry Hudson discovered the strait and the bay that would bear his name. Hudson Bay opens on to the Labrador Sea and the Atlantic Ocean through the Hudson Strait, north of what is now Québec.

				During the late 1650s, Médard Chouart Des Groseillers and his brother-in-law Pierre-Esprit Radisson, brave fur traders, or coureurs des bois, organized an expedition that took them west of Lake Superior. They failed however to reach Hudson Bay, which the Cree had described to them in detail. In 1665 in London, contrary to all expectations, they met King Charles II and shared with him the secret of Hudson Bay’s riches. He decided to equip them with two ships. Radisson’s ran aground, but the Nonsuch, under the command of Des Groseillers, managed to enter the Hudson Strait and Hudson Bay in 1668.

				In 1670, what would later become the Hudson’s Bay Company was founded under the name “The Governor and Company of Adventurers of England, trading into Hudson’s Bay,” with the permission of the king. Within a few years, it controlled most of northern Québec and Ontario, all of Manitoba, virtually all of Saskatchewan, the southern half of Alberta and a large portion of the Northwest Territories: this huge territory was known as Rupert’s Land. Following an 1857 parliamentary investigation, the company was forced to hand over the southern portion of what are now Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba to Canada. In 1869, it relinquished ownership of Rupert’s Land.

				In 1912, the Hudson’s Bay Company planned to open a chain of department stores in Western Canada. By the 1970s, it had a store in every major Canadian city and suburb. From a simple fur trading company, over the years the Hudson’s Bay Company, Canada’s oldest company, became a major multinational enterprise and one of the most successful retailers in the country: The Bay.

				Fur and Exploration

				In 1670, the region now known as the prairies, made up of the provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, was ceded by the British Crown to the Hudson’s Bay Company, which took over the economic and political administration of the region.

				The Hudson’s Bay Company controlled trade in Rupert’s Land, which encompassed all land that drained into Hudson Bay, much of present-day Canada. Hudson’s Bay Company traders, however, accused French fur trappers or voyageurs of unfair competition because they headed inland to the source of the fur instead of waiting for the natives to bring the pelts to the trading posts. 

				In 1691, Hudson’s Bay Company employee Henry Kelsey was the first to set sight on the eastern boundary of Alberta. Encouraged by favourable reports, independent fur traders in Montréal formed the North West Company in 1787, and then founded the first trading post in Alberta, Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca. 

				These trading posts eventually came to serve as bases for exploration, and in 1792 Alexander Mackenzie crossed Alberta by the Peace River, becoming the first European to reach the Pacific overland through North America. The trading companies’ sole interest in the West lay in the fur trade, which continued unabated, even receiving a boost when the North West and Hudson’s Bay companies merged in 1821. By the late 1860s, however, beaver stocks had begun to dwindle, and merchants turned their attention to buffalo. After only 10 years of buffalo hunting and trading, there were almost no more of these majestic animals which had once roamed wild.

				Alexander Mackenzie

				Alexander Mackenzie was born in Scotland in 1764. He immigrated to New York in 1774 with his father, who joined the British Army while the American War of Independence was being waged. After the death of his mother in 1778, he was sent to Montréal, a major fur trade hub. Influenced by what he saw, he left school in 1779 to become a fur trader himself.

				He cut his teeth in the trade, and then in 1784 the company he was working for sent him to Detroit as a merchant. 
Mackenzie showed leadership and business acumen, and the company offered him a partnership to move into Aboriginal territory—Northwestern Canada—in the spring of 1785.

				Mackenzie’s company merged with the North West Company, and in 1788 he was sent to the Athabasca region, in the northern part of what is now Alberta.

				In 1789, Mackenzie’s first expedition left from Fort Chipewyan on the Athabasca River. Eight hundred and fifty kilometres into his descent of the Athabasca River, Mackenzie realized that it led to a larger river flowing toward the Arctic Ocean, and not the Pacific, after a perilous 1,650-km journey. This major river, which he spent two weeks following until its end, is now called the Mackenzie River in his honour.

				In 1792, Mackenzie set out on a second expedition. Heeding the advice of Aboriginal acquaintances, this time he tried his luck on the Peace River. Mackenzie and his fellow travellers crossed lakes and rivers, facing treacherous rapids and difficult portages and stopping often to patch their heavily laden canoe. He then had to cross part of the territory by land, ending up at the Bella Coola River, by which they reached the Pacific Ocean in July 1793. 

				In 1802, Mackenzie became Sir Alexander Mackenzie. A short while later, he returned to Scotland, where he married and fathered three children. Sir Alexander Mackenzie died in 1820.

				The March West

				The fur-trading companies were only interested in fur and offered nothing in the way of law enforcement. Whisky traders from the United States were thus drawn north to this lawless land. With dwindling buffalo herds, Aboriginal peoples were exploited and generally taken advantage of by the Americans, not to mention the deleterious effect the whisky trade had on them. Various uprisings, including the Cypress Hills Massacre, prompted the formation of the North West Mounted Police and set the stage for the March West. Heading out from Fort Garry in Winnipeg, the police crossed the plains, led by James Macleod. Their presence got rid of the whisky traders at Fort Whoop-Up in 1874, and they then set about establishing four forts in southern Alberta, including Fort Macleod and Fort Calgary.

				American Impulses

				The fur trade being the principal activity of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the Company did all it could to discourage colonization in the region, so that they could pursue their activities unimpeded. At the time, the United States had just ended its civil war and was clearly interested in conquering British North America, present-day Canada. They had purchased Alaska from Russia in 1867, and in 1868, Minnesota drew up a resolution favouring the annexation of the Canadian prairies. 

				These vague American impulses were enough to worry the leaders of the fledgling Canadian Confederation (1867), who negotiated with Great Britain and the Hudson’s Bay Company to acquire the Northwest Territories in 1868.

				The Metis

				The annexation of the Northwest Territories was done without so much as consulting the people who had settled there, for the most part French-speaking Metis. These people resisted and prevented the governor appointed by Canada from taking power. 

				Their leader, Louis Riel, tried to obtain a land title for his people, but the Canadian government paid no attention. With his troops, Riel then declared himself leader of Manitoba and forced Ottawa to negotiate. Finally, on July 15, 1870, the bilingual province of Manitoba was created. Its territory was small not much larger than present-day Belgium, and except for some control over land development and natural resources, it had little of the power the other provinces had. These circumstances have continued to influence relations between the federal government and what are now the Prairie provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta.

				Some 15 years later, the Metis called back their exiled leader to confront a similar situation, this time in Saskatchewan. Ottawa was faring better this time and sent troops to quash the rebellion. Under of an old British law, Riel was found guilty of treason and hanged in 1885.

				The Isolation of the Pacific Coast

				In 1792, George Vancouver (1757-1798) took possession of the territory surrounding the city that now bears his name for the King of Great Britain, thereby putting an end to any claims the Russians and Spaniards planned to make. The former would have liked to extend their empire southward from Alaska, while the latter, firmly entrenched in California, were looking northward. Spanish explorers had even made a brief trip into Burrard Inlet in the 16th century. This far-flung region was not coveted enough to cause any bloody wars, however, and was left undeveloped for years to come.

				The Vancouver region was hard to reach not only by sea, but also by land, with the virtually insurmountable obstacle of the Rocky Mountains blocking the way. Imagine setting out across the immense North American continent from Montréal, following the lakes and rivers of the Canadian Shield, and exhausting yourself crossing the endless Prairies, only to end up barred from the Pacific by a wall of rock several thousand metres high. In 1808, the fabulously wealthy fur merchant and adventurer Simon Fraser became the first person to reach the site of Vancouver from inland. This belated breakthrough had little impact on the region, though, since Fraser was unable to reach any trade agreements with the coastal nations and quickly withdrew to his trading posts in the Rockies. 

				The Salish thus continued to lead a peaceful existence here for many more years before being intruded upon by white settlers. In 1808, except for sporadic visits by Russians, Spaniards and Britons looking to trade pelts for fabrics and objects from the Orient, the Aboriginal people were still living according to the traditions handed down to them by their ancestors. In fact, European influence on their lifestyle remained negligible until the mid-19th century, at which point colonization of the territory began slowly.

				In 1818, Great Britain and the United States created the condominium of Oregon, a vast fur-trading zone along the Pacific bounded by California to the south and Alaska to the north. In so doing, these two countries excluded the Russians and the Spanish from this region once and for all. The employees of the North West Company combed the valley of the Fraser River in search of furs. Not only did they encounter the coastal Aboriginals, whose precious resources they were depleting, but they also had to adapt to the tumultuous waterways of the Rockies, which made travelling by canoe nearly impossible. In 1827, after the Hudson’s Bay Company took over the North West Company, a large fur-trading post was founded at Fort Langley, on the shores of the Fraser, some 90km east of the present site of Vancouver, which would remain untouched for several more decades.

				The Russian Presence

				When Alexander Mackenzie reached the Pacific in 1793, other Europeans had made it there before him. England’s Captain Portlock had reached Nootka Sound in 1786, eight years after Captain Cook had moored his ship there, only to find that the Russians had already settled there. In fact, Russians from the coasts of Siberia had created a vast island empire that included the Aleutians, Sitka Island, and Kodiak Island. Their ships had been sailing between Siberia and Alaska for some time to trade with Aboriginal peoples, who sold them beaver pelts, which were very popular at the time.

				Even Spain was familiar with this part of the Northwest. In 1774, Spanish explorer Juan Pérez sailed north from Monterey, California, with orders to take possession of the territories of the northern coast of North America in the name of the Spanish Crown and to report back on the presence of the Russians in that territory.

				At the end of the 18th century, the British and the Spanish in the area were at the brick of war. The British had entered an area where the Spanish expected to find only the Russians. In 1789, after Captain Martínez unwigely seized Captain Colnett’s ships, the British threatened the Spanish with reprisals if they did not give them equal access to trade on the northwest coast. As a result, the Russians, the Spanish and the British shared the region, with the Spanish later retreating to the south. Thus, British and Russian flags flew over the northwestern coast in 1793.

				In 1825, Russia and the United Kingdom signed a treaty: the border was established at the 141st meridian, up to the north at the 60th parallel. But in 1867, the United States bought the territory of Alaska from Russia, requiring the Hudson’s Bay Company to leave the border region. The territorial dispute pitting the United States against Canada (then a British dominion) and more specifically British 
Columbia, would be resolved only in 1907.

				Canadian Confederation

				Unlike the Prairies, which were simply annexed to the Canadian Confederation in 1868, British Columbia was already a British colony and was thus able to negotiate its entrance into Confederation. Isolated on the Pacific coast, British Columbia’s principal trading partner was California. As its population grew with the 1858 gold rush, certain residents even dreamed of creating an independent country. But these hopes were dashed at the end of this prosperous period, when in 1871, British Columbia’s population was only 36,000. Great Britain had already joined its colony on Vancouver Island with the colony of New Caledonia on the British Columbia mainland in anticipation of their eventual integration into the new Canadian Confederation.

				With a promise from Canada that a pan-Canadian railway would reach the coast by 1881, British Columbia joined Confederation in 1871. However, all sorts of problems delayed the construction of the railroad, and in 1873, as a severe recession gripped Canada and caused major delays in the railway, British Columbia threatened to separate. It wasn’t until November 7, 1885 that the railway from Montréal to Port Moody (20km from Vancouver) was finally completed, four years late.

				Expanding Confederation

				As the railway expanded, more and more farmers settled in the region known as the Northwest Territories, which had no responsible government on the provincial level. You will recall that Canada had annexed the territories (Prairies) without giving them provincial status, except for a small parcel of land that became the province of Manitoba. Inevitably, Canada had to create the provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan and enlarge the province of Manitoba in 1905.

				Most settlers arrived in Alberta when the Canadian Pacific Railway reached Fort Calgary in 1883 and eight years later in 1891 when the Grand Trunk Railway’s northern route reached Edmonton. Ranchers from the United States and Canada initially grabbed up huge tracts of land with grazing leases; in the case of the Cochrane Ranch, west of Calgary, the lease occupied 40,000ha. Much of this open range land was eventually granted to homesteaders.

				To easterners, the West was ranches, rodeos and cheap land, but the reality was more often a sod hut and loneliness. Though a homestead could be registered for $10, a homesteader first had to cultivate the land, and own a certain number of head of cattle. But the endless potential for a better future kept people coming from far and wide. Alberta’s population rose from 73,000 in 1901 to 375,000 in 1911.

				The Transcontinental Railroad

				On July 1, 1867, Canadian Confederation brought together three colonies in eastern British North America to form a new country. Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were to be linked via railroad to Quebec and Ontario. Then in 1870, Manitoba was formed. British Columbia, on the West Coast, would join Confederation in 1871, with the promise that a transcontinental railroad would be built within 10 years to connect it to eastern Canada.

				In 1880, with the 10-year deadline rapidly approaching, a decision was made to use the American method in the Rockies: lay as much track as fast as possible and hire Chinese immigrants to do the work. Construction along the steep, slippery gorges was particularly difficult, and many hundreds of workers lost their lives.

				The Canadian Pacific Railway Company (CPR) was formed on February 16, 1881, with George Stephen as its first president. General manager William Cornelius Van Horne supervised work across the Prairies and the Rockies. He eventually asked Thomas G. Shaughnessy to join him in managing the company to complete the work.

				One of the heads of the CPR after 1883, Donald A. Smith, ceremonially drove the last spike at Craigellachie, British Columbia on November 7, 1885. The first train left Dalhousie Station in Montréal on June 28, 1886. With its 150 passengers, it arrived at Port Moody Station (20km from Vancouver: the first train would reach the city’s new station the following year) on July 4, 1886, after travelling 4,655km in 139 hours. Shortly thereafter, the West Coast was linked to the East Coast: with Shaughnessy’s help, in 1889 Van Horne succeeded in building the railroad from coast to coast, through the American state of Maine to Saint John, New Brunswick.

				Hard Times

				Life in Western Canada was hard around the turn of the 20th century. The coal mines of Alberta and British Columbia were the most dangerous in the Americas: by the end of the 19th century there were 23 fatal accidents for every million tonnes of coal extracted, while in the United States there were only six. For the farmers who came here to grow wheat, the high cost of rail transport, lack of rail service, low wheat prices and bad harvests, along with duties too high to protect the fledgling industry in central Canada, all came together to make for miserable and desperate times. 

				In British Columbia, a strike by 7,000 miners looking to improve their working conditions lasted two years, from 1912 to 1914, and was finally broken by the Canadian army. Certain arrangements improved the situation, and the First World War created a temporary boom which lasted until 1920, causing a rise in the price of raw materials and wheat. 

				The workers remained dissatisfied, though, and in 1919, the workers’ unions of the West created their own central union, the One Big Union. As supporters of Russian Bolsheviks, the union’s goal was to abolish capitalism. However, a general strike in Winnipeg, Manitoba quickly created a rift between the workers with respect to their objectives, and demonstrated Canada’s determination not to let the country adopt Marxist ideology. The 1920s again proved prosperous for the West, and Alberta and the prairie provinces, whose economies were essentially agricultural at the time, were able to finish clearing their territory.

				The great crash of 1929 had a profound effect on Western Canada, in particular the Prairie provinces, which saw their agricultural revenues drop by 94% between 1929 and 1933! And the fact that their farms specialized almost exclusively in wheat made the situation even worse. 

				Social Credit and the CCF 

				This period was marked by the evolution of two Western Canadian political movements, both of which remained almost exclusively local, Social Credit and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). The doctrine of the Social Credit, which supported the small farmers’ and workers’ stand against the capitalist ascendancy by providing interest-free credit, reached its height under William Aberhart, who was elected premier of Alberta in 1935. His government dared to defy the capitalist system like no Canadian government ever had before (or has since). In 1936, Alberta refused to redeem any bonds, unilaterally cut the interest it was paying on its loans in half, started printing its own money, prohibited the seizure of assets for non-payment and even went so far as to force provincial newspapers to print the government’s point of view. 

				One by one, these Albertan laws were voided by the federal government or the Supreme Court of Canada, but Aberhart was so successful in making the population believe it was the victim of a conspiracy involving the federal government and capitalists that he was re-elected in 1940. He died in 1943 and was replaced by Ernest Manning, elected in 1944. Manning got the party in order and eliminated all the anti-capitalist rhetoric from the party line. He dealt with all the controversy surrounding Alberta’s debt, enabling the province to benefit once again from investment capital. In 1947, large oil deposits were discovered, and from then on the province enjoyed unprecedented prosperity, thanks to royalties and foreign investment in the gas and petroleum industries.

				For its part, the CCF reached its pinnacle in British Columbia in 1933 when it became the official opposition. An outgrowth of the Socialist Party, workers’ unions and farmers’ associations, the party was brought to power in Saskatchewan in 1944 with the election of North America’s first socialist government under Premier Tommy Douglas, who introduced a public healthcare insurance plan during his term of office. The CCF eventually gave rise to the New Democratic Party (NDP).

				The Oil Boom

				Neither the Social Credit nor the CCF, the two western parties, ever came to play an important role in federal politics, though the CCF did have 28 Members of Parliament elected in 1945. The arrival of John Diefenbaker, the first Canadian prime minister from the West, only further marginalized the two parties. Under Diefenbaker, a true representative of the West (Saskatchewan), as well as under the leadership of his successor, Lester B. Pearson, who truly understood the need to give the provinces more powers, the demands of the West almost seemed a thing of the past. They came to the fore once again, however, during the 1970s, when the oil crisis caused world markets to reel. Residents of oil-rich Alberta took particular offence at Prime Minister Trudeau’s various attempts to weaken the provinces by imposing unpopular policies such as the transfer of control over natural resources to the federal government.

				At the end of the 1970s, the oil boom, combined with an economic slowdown in Ontario and Québec, gave Alberta almost total employment and made it the province with the highest revenue per capita. This record performance cost Alberta some credibility when it came to its demands for larger control of its oil and gas. The split between the province and the federal government widened, and in the 1980 federal elections, the Liberal Party, the party ultimately brought to power, failed to elect any members of parliament from British Columbia or Alberta. The Liberals thus led the country until 1984 without any representation from these two provinces. The National Energy Program tabled by the Trudeau government was the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as Albertans were concerned. Under this program, the federal government was to claim a greater and greater share of the price of Canadian oil and natural gas, leaving only a very marginal amount of the profits generated by the explosion of the world markets for the provinces and producers. Pierre Trudeau’s Liberal government, which had led Canada almost continuously for 17 years, was succeeded by the Progressive Conservative government of Brian Mulroney, which did away with the much-hated National Energy Program. 

				Autonomist Ambitions

				Drawing on Western Canada’s sense of alienation and the extreme right’s disappointment with the weakness of the Mulroney government, Preston Manning, son of Ernest Manning (Prime Minister of Alberta from 1944 to 1968), founded the Reform Party in Vancouver in 1987. This party advocated, among other things, a smaller, less costly federal government and the reduction of federal expenditures. Westerners massively supported the Reform Party during the 1993 and 1997 elections.

				Talk of British Columbia separating first surfaced in the late 1980s and has resurfaced many times since. As a province whose economic well-being is more dependent on Asia than on the rest of Canada, it is naturally less interested in what goes on in Ottawa. This is further emphasized by the fact that its industries are heavily based on the exploitation of natural resources, and that these are for the most part provincially regulated, except fisheries. And the feeling goes both ways; Ottawa is not involved in and therefore rarely spends much time on B.C. issues; its endless constitutional wrangling is that much more resented by British Columbians.
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