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“The Bow Valley is a traditional hunting ground and space to gather berries and 
medicines.” 

(Roland Rollinmud 2019) 
 

“Long ago my ancestors used to go to the mountain tops to pray. They were deeply 
religious, sincere, and tradition-oriented people who followed, observed and upheld 
the teachings, customs, and beliefs of our forefathers, respected the creations of the 
Great Spirit and lived in harmony with nature. They were the Stoneys – members of 

the Great Sioux Nation who spoke a dialect of the Nakoda branch of the Siouan 
language family. Today, we, their descendants, speak the same tongue.” 

 
(These Mountains are Our Sacred Places – The Story of the Stoney People, 

Chief John Snow 2005) 
 
Summary of Key Points 
 

1. The Project location and surrounding areas are deeply important to the 
Stoney Nakoda people. They are marked by Stoney Nakoda Place Names 
which, accompanied by their explanation and oral history, demonstrate close 
connections to the land and offer insight into Stoney culture, history and use 
in the area. This deep time connection is reflected in the archaeology of the 
area.  

 
 
o The Project is located within a landscape that has been assigned Historic 

Resource Values (HRV) of 4a and 5a. 
 



2 
 

o The proposed Project is located within Borden Block EgPt. EgPt 
encompasses ca. 33 previously recorded archaeological sites that are 
generally associated with the precontact/ prehistoric period (n: 27) 
including rock art sites, camp sites, workshops, kill sites, scatters, isolated 
artefacts and stone feature sites; the remaining recorded archaeological 
sites are associate with the historic/contact period (n: 6). 
 

o The Bow Valley has a rich and deep time archaeological signature 
showing that people continuously used, travelled through, embedded 
narratives, and practiced ceremony within this landscape since the retreat 
of the ice caps at the end of the last glacial period. Stoney Nakoda oral 
histories and traditions reflect this.  
 

o Sites surrounding the proposed Project area have been dated to over 
10,000 years old (i.e., the Vermillion Lakes site located west of Banff 
(Fedje et al. 1995), Miniwanka (Christensen 1971), Sibbald Creek (Gryba 
1983) reflecting some of the earliest evidence of occupation in Alberta.  

 
o These sites and others within this area show evidence of use that extends 

throughout the precontact and contact periods as well, indicating that 
people continuously used and returned to these locations for more than 
10,000 years (see FMA 1991 for overview). 

 
o Two factors contributing to the archaeological time depth found within this 

area include glacial and geomorphological processes.  
 

o At the end of the Last Glacial Maximum (Ice Age), the Bow Valley 
and other places along the Eastern Slopes are believed to have 
been one of the first places to become ice free.  
 

o The Bow Valley drainage has been formed through multiple 
geomorphological processes functioning to both change and 
preserve the environment. While these processes are dynamic and 
can cause erosion due to processes such as flood events, 
deposition events such as alluvial fan building can lead to burial, 
thus preserving cultural materials, caping them within the valley 
floor and protecting archeological signatures in perpetuity. 

 
 As a result, sites within this landscape have the potential to 

be deeply buried (+2m) and may not be visible on the 
surface.  
 

 
2. The HRIA undertaken under Permit 90-065 in 1990 (FMA 1991) was 

extensive, but the lack of Prehistoric sites identified during testing is 
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concerning. This indicates that additional assessment may be warranted. 
Concern’s surround: 
 

o Whether deep testing reached the depth necessary to extend to 
bedrock or sterile deposits in all deep test units. 
 

o Whether there was adequate deep testing along Pigeon Creek /West 
Winds Creek where the majority of surficial and buried (< 1m below 
surface) site areas were identified.  

 
o Whether the deep testing program adequately addressed all the areas 

of the site with high potential for deeply buried cultural materials. For 
example, 18 of the 28 deep tests (64%) are located in close proximity 
to one another within one small area at the northern part of the 
proposed Project area, directly south of the Bow River (FMA 1991: 
Figure 11). Because of the intensity of testing within one location, other 
areas are argued to have been overlooked.   

 
o Its has been over 30 years since the HRIA was undertaken for this 

project. Since that time, flood events such as the 2013 flood, have 
impacted this landscape. A post-flood assessment of impacts to 
historic resources along Bow River in Calgary identified the potential 
for floods to uncover previously unidentified historic resources, as well 
as significantly impact and destroy previously identified archaeological 
site areas (Vivian et al. 2014). As a result, additional archaeological 
and historic assessment of the proposed Project area is warranted as 
the current knowledge base surrounding the Project area is based on 
evidence gathered before this erosional event.  
 

Additionally, during a traditional land use assessment (TLUA) undertaken for a 
wildlife overpass proposed by Alberta Transportation near to the proposed Project 
area, the Stoney Nakoda Elders and Knowledge Holders spoke to the significance of 
the Bow Valley, and landscapes that surround the Project area, noting: 
 

• There are many species of cultural conservation value within this area. These 
include, but are not limited to, grizzly bears, moose, elk, bighorn sheep, 
eagles, deer, whitebark pine and limber pine. 
 

• The Stoney Nakoda have a spiritual and cultural connection with harvesting 
resources, vegetation and wildlife, water, fish and fish habitat, as well as birds 
and bird habitat within this area. 
 

• Each animal has a role to play and a function within the landscape, that is 
understood through Stoney Nakoda Oral History and Traditional Knowledge.  
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• Based on Stoney knowledge of the area, there are a vast number of values 

tied to cultural use and stewardship of the land.  
 

• Significant concern expressed by the Elder and Knowledge holders 
surrounding the connectivity of the landscape and wildlife corridors, as it is of 
central importance to the conservation interests of the Stoney Nakoda.  
 

• There are known cultural sites located within and surrounding the Three 
Sisters Mountain Village Project area, and landforms present that have 
potential to contain material of significant cultural heritage and concern 
including previously unidentified human burials. 

 
Figure 1 below summarizes Stoney Nakoda culturally significant animal and plant 
ranges, culturally significant landforms, and areas with designated Historic Resource 
Value in relation to the proposed Project area. 
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Figure 1 Map showing the approximate proposed Project boundaries in relation to Stoney Nakoda Culturally significant animal and plant 
ranges, landforms and areas designated with Historic Resource Values ((datasets from AEP, https://www.alberta.ca/wildlife-sensitivity-
maps.aspx Accessed 15/10/2020), and Archaeological Survey, https://www.alberta.ca/listing-historic-resources.aspx).  

https://www.alberta.ca/wildlife-sensitivity-maps.aspx%20Accessed%2015/10/2020
https://www.alberta.ca/wildlife-sensitivity-maps.aspx%20Accessed%2015/10/2020
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Archaeological Overview of the Three Sisters Development 
proposed Project Area. 
 
Overview of the Historic Resource Impact Assessment undertaken for 
the proposed Project (Permit 90-065 (FMA 1991)). 
 
In 1990, a Historic Resource Impact Assessment (HRIA) was conducted under 
permit 90-065 (FMA 1991) for the proposed Three Sisters International Destination 
Resort Golf Course, a recreational, residential, and commercial facility including a 
golf course, swimming pools, equestrian and hiking trails, tennis and volleyball 
courts, hotels, library, residences, a medical clinic, fire hall and tourist facilities. The 
proposed development was designed to include ca. 465 ha of infrastructure, with ca. 
35 % of the proposed Projects land surface dedicated to environmental reserves, 
parks, schools, and roads that would be developed over a 20-year period. The total 
Project footprint was expected to expand over an area totaling 1,036 ha.  
 
During the HRIA, ten precontact/prehistoric sites were recorded (two isolated 
artefacts and 8 campsites) (FMA 1991: 62 and see Table 1 below). All precontact 
sites were identified during shovel testing and through examination of road 
cuts/erosional features located along drainages in the eastern side of the Project 
area, along Pigeon Creek and the Windy Creek Valley; no precontact archaeological 
sites were identified during deep testing. The eight precontact/prehistoric campsites 
are generally multicomponent sites and consist of relatively shallow deposits (<1m), 
with artefacts types (points) associated with the Late Prehistoric Period (ca. 1,350 
years BP to 250 years BP) (FMA 1991: 62-91). 
 
Table 1 Precontact / Prehistoric Historical resources recoded under HRIA Permit # 90-065.  

Precontact/Prehistoric sites located within the Project area 

EgPt 18 - Campsite 
EgPt 20 - Campsite 
EgPt 22 - Campsite 
EgPt 23 - Campsite 
EgPt 24 - Campsite 
EgPt 25 - Campsite 
EgPt 27 - Campsite 
EgPt 26 - Isolated Artefact 
EgPt 19- Isolated Artefact 

 
One hundred and twenty-two historic features were also identified during the HRIA 
(FMA 1991: 96 and see Table 2). All recorded historic features are believed to 
belong to a site complex associated with the Canmore Mines Ltd. No. 2 Mine that 
ran within the proposed Project Area from ca. 1908-1979 (previously owned by the 
Canadian Anthracite Coal Company Ltd and H.W. McNeill Company of Seattle) 
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(FMA 1991: 29-43). Prior to the HRIA undertaken for the proposed Project, an 
assessment of insurance and property maps indicated that the Canmore Coal No. 2 
Mine was located on sections 29-24-10 W5 and in 28-24-10 W5, within the proposed 
Project area (FMA 1991: 53). It is anticipated that the mine and construction 
associated with Highway 1 account for a large portion of the ground disturbance 
visible in the proposed Project area, although the HRIA final report does note that 
the surface area had been extensively reclaimed (FMA 1991: 91).  
 
Table 2 Post contact/Historic features recorded under HRIA Permit # 90-065.   

Post contact/ Historical features documented within the Project area. 

Remains of buildings (including the tipple and screening plant, privy, gas line 
house, lamphouse, housing facilities, cellar depressions, the shop, coal analysis 
building, pump house).  
Mine entrances 
Subsidence 
Air shafts 
Sawmills 
Middens 
Transportation (including coal cars) 
Water diversion (including Stewart Creek Dam and Diversion Ditch, Three Sisters 
Creek dam) 
Cairns 

 
Avoidance or mitigation of precontact historic resources impacted by the proposed 
Project was recommended, while 14 of the historic site features identified during the 
HRIA were proposed for preserved. This included the pumphouse, lamphouse, shop, 
Stewart Creek and Three Sisters Creek Dam, Stewart Creek diversion channel, the 
railroad grade, railroad cars, fan shaft, open mine vent, tipple foundation, hoist and 
sled, and the route of the railway line (FMA 1991: 132-136). 
 
Archaeological Overview of the Eastern Slopes and Bow Valley Drainage 
 
The proposed Project is located within Bow Valley and along the Eastern Slopes of 
Alberta. Archaeologically, the Bow Valley contains several of the oldest 
archaeological signatures within Alberta. Sites surrounding the proposed Project 
area have been dated to over 10,000 years old (i.e., the Vermillion Lakes site located 
west of Banff (Fedje et al. 1995), Miniwanka (Christensen 1971), Sibbald Creek 
(Gryba 1983)). What is interesting to note is that these sites and others within this 
area show evidence of use that extends throughout the precontact and contact 
periods as well, indicating that people continuously used and returned to these 
locations for more than 10,000 years (see FMA 1991 for overview).  
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The reason for this rich, continuous, and deep time archaeological signature is due to 
multiple factors. The Bow Valley is a natural corridor that extends from the prairies, 
through the front ranges of the Rocky Mountains and into the interior plateau. 
Environmentally and climatically this area has functioned as an ecological hotspot of 
resource biodiversity and abundance for millennia (Duke 1986) providing First Nations 
people ample water, food, habitation, ceremonial and sacred areas for ca. 11, 000 
years and possibly longer (Heintzman et al. 2016). Archaeological evidence suggests 
that use of, and movement between high elevations and low valleys and drainage 
systems by First Nations people was done in response to the seasonal variability, 
resource accessibility, and animal movement; and much of the archaeological 
evidence for this region has been interpreted to suggest year-round occupation and 
use of the landscape (see Ronaghan 1986a and b for overview of Eastern Slopes 
Archaeology).  
 
Two additional factors contributing to the archaeological time depth found within this 
area include glacial and geomorphological processes. At the end of the Last Glacial 
Maximum (Ice Age), the Bow Valley and other places along the Eastern Slopes are 
believed to have been some of the first places to become ice free. Initial evidence 
suggested that this ice-free area could have extended from the bottom of what is now 
Alberta, along the Eastern Slopes of the Rocky Mountains and into Alaska; functioning 
as what has long been proposed as the Ice-Free Corridor that provided one of the first 
migration routes into North America (see Ives et al. 2013 for overview). While ongoing 
research has suggested alternative coastal migration routes as additional and older 
accesses into North America (Mandryk et al. 2001; and see Davis and Madsen 2020), 
the Bow Valley and the greater Eastern Slopes region are still viewed as one of the 
first habitable locations within North America post-glaciation (see Heintzman et al. 
2016), and as such, the archaeological signature in this area have significant potential 
to speak to the lifeways of First Nations people moving into new landscapes or re-
occupying spaces during a time of significant environmental, climatic and social 
change during and after the Pleistocene – Holocene transition.  
 
Further, the Bow Valley drainage has been formed through multiple geomorphological 
processes including lacustrine, colluvial and alluvial which are constantly active; 
functioning to both change and preserve the environment. While these processes are 
dynamic and can cause erosion, deposition events such as alluvial fan building can 
lead to burial, thus preserving cultural materials, caping them within the valley floor 
and protecting archeological signatures in perpetuity. For example, at the Vermillion 
lakes site located in Banff National Park, Fedje et al. (1995: 85) note that debris flow 
activity was common within mountain valleys during the early Holocene “as frozen and 
ice-supported slope deposits became unstable”, as a result of these processes there 
are deeply buried cultural deposits along the valley, and for example, at the Vermillion 
Lakes site. In some instances, they are found at approximately 2.0 m below the current 
surface or deeper. These cultural deposits were buried by debris flows (alluvial fan 
deposits) descending from the adjacent slopes (Fedje et al. 1995:82,85). Sterile 
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deposits at the Vermillion Lake sites include silt deposits alternating with gravel 
deposits. Cultural materials have been found beneath these deposits (Fedje et al. 
1995:86).  
 
Archaeological Overview of the Project Area 
 
The Project is located within a landscape that has been assigned Historic Resource 
Values (HRV) of 4 and 5. Areas assigned an HRV 4 contain previously recorded 
historic resource site areas that may require avoidance, whereas locations with an 
HRV of 5 have a high potential to contain historical resources (GoA 2020).  
 
Borden Block EgPt 
 
The proposed Project is located within Borden Block EgPt. EgPt encompasses ca. 
33 previously recorded archaeological sites that are generally associated with the 
precontact/ prehistoric period (n: 27) including rock art sites, camp sites, workshops, 
kill sites, scatters, isolated artefacts and stone feature sites, while the remaining 
recorded archaeological sites are associate with the historic/contact period (n: 6). 
These sites are generally related to resource extraction and railroad construction. 
Commonly, archaeological sites within this landscape are found clustered along 
drainages (creeks, lakes and rivers) (FMA 1991: 22) and are buried (some deeply (> 
1 m), consisting of multiple components, indicating that people continuously returned 
these locations throughout time. This continual use of the landscape is reflected by 
the range of dates associated with the sites in this area, and further along the Bow 
Valley, which frequently show occupation beginning in the Early (11, 200 yrs. BP -
7,500 yrs. BP) or Middle Prehistoric Periods (7,500 yrs BP – 3,500 yrs BP) and show 
evidence of site use through the Late Prehistoric periods (1, 350 yrs BP -200 yrs 
BP), and continuing through to the historic/post contact period. Many of these 
locations are still utilized today.  
 
Discussion of the Historic Resource Impact Assessment undertaken for 
the proposed Project (Permit 90-065 (FMA 1991)). 
 
The HRIA conducted for permit 90-065 (FMA 1991) was extensive, undertaking 
numerous subsurface tests including shovel tests (40 cm (length) x 40 cm (width) 
and reaching a depth of <65 cm bs (below surface)) along landforms that had a high 
potential to contain historic resources, 28 deep tests (backhoe tests) targeting three 
alluvial fans including those at Three Sisters Creek, Stewart Creek, and Cairns-
Pigeon Creek area which extended up to ca. 400 cm bs in depth (FMA 1991: table 
3), as well as the examination of backhoe trench dug by the Proponent.  
 
While the testing program was vast, the lack of sites identified was unexpected. The 
author notes, “the absence of identified prehistoric sites in the Three Sister’s 
property west of Pigeon Creek is problematic” (FMA 1991: iv), going on to provide 
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possible explanations including steepness of slope, preference of south facing 
slopes by past peoples, or destruction and capping of prime benchlands along the 
Bow River by past coal development and Highway 1 construction could account for 
the results of their deep testing program (FMA 1991: iv). The author concludes by 
stating, “however, it should be noted that in forested environments, there is a high 
probability that more sites exist than can be discovered by shovel testing programs 
(Ives 1981). This is also true with respect to deeply buried sites discovered by 
backhoe testing program” (FMA 1991: iv).  
 
In addition to both acknowledging and agreeing within the statements above, the 
Stoney Nakoda Heritage team have additional concerns surrounding the 1990 
testing program. Concerns surround whether subsurface testing achieved the depth 
required to reach landforms that may contain historic resources in all tests, and 
whether the landforms targeted were inclusive off all locations that have the potential 
to contain deeply buried deposits within the Project area; and that cannot be reached 
through shovel testing. As such, additional testing and assessment may be 
warranted. These concerns include:  
 

• Of the 28 deep tests/ backhoe tests conducted during the 90-065 HRIA, 
bedrock and conclusively sterile deposits (lacustrine/clay, large boulders) are 
arguably only reached in 10 of the backhoe tests. The other “gravel” deposits 
could have potentially deeper buried site areas underneath and could 
potentially be capping significantly old archaeological deposits as seen at the 
Vermillion Lakes site (see Fedje et al. 1995 and above for discussion).  
Additional deep testing along alluvial fan areas that extends deeper may be 
warranted.  

 
• Only four deep test/backhoe tests were conducted near the northern part 

Pigeon/West Wind Creeks. This is concerning considering 10 archaeological 
sites (EgPt-18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23 ,24, 25, 26 and 27) are located in that area, 
on or close to the surface. Additional deep tests should have been conducted 
in those areas and areas along the creek lines to the south, to determine if 
there are additional deeply buried cultural deposits (0.6+ m deep) that could 
not be reached by the shovel testing program. While this may not have been 
undertaken at the time of the HRIA due to the destructive nature of deep 
testing, if the proposed Project is approved and will impact those areas, 
additional deep testing should be undertaken.  

 
• In the 90-065 HRIA, 18 of the 28 deep tests (64%) are located in close 

proximity to one another within one small area at the northern part of the 
proposed Project area, directly south of the Bow River (FMA 1991: Figure 11). 
Because of the intensity of testing within one location, the Stoney Nakoda 
Heritage Team is concerned that the deep testing program did not adequately 
address all the areas of the site with high potential for deeply buried cultural 
materials. As noted previously, large portions of the proposed project area are 
situated on an alluvial fan, which has the potential to contain deeply buried 
sites.  While additional testing may not have been undertaken at the time of 
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the HRIA due to the destructive nature of deep testing, if the proposed Project 
is approved, additional deep testing should be undertaken. 
 

 
In addition to the concerns listed above, it should be acknowledged that the HRIA for 
the proposed Project was conducted over 30 years ago. As previously noted, the 
proposed Project is located in an area of where both erosional and depositional 
landscape processes constantly occur. This includes dynamic hydrological 
processes associated with the Bow River, including flood events. The most recent 
flood event of the Bow River, and its tributaries in 2013 was considerably destructive, 
washing away roadways and bridges within and near to the proposed Project Area 
(Figure 2 and 3). A post-flood assessment of impacts to historic resources along 
Bow River in Calgary identified the potential for floods to uncover previously 
unidentified historic resources, as well as significantly impact and destroy previously 
identified archaeological site areas (Vivian et al. 2014). As a result, additional 
archaeological and historic assessment of the proposed Project area is warranted as 
the current knowledge base surrounding the cultural resources contained within the 
proposed Project area is argued to be incomplete as it is based on evidence 
gathered before a major erosional event.  
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2 Overview of 2013 flood damage to Pigeon Creek, Deadman’s Flats (from Alberta 
Transportation 2013).  
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Figure 3 Overview of 2013 flood damage to Pigeon Creek, Deadman’s Flats showing 
impact to riverbanks along the creek (from Alberta Transportation 2013).  
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