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Classification: Public

Big Island Historical Values

Overview
Big Island is a Crown-owned parcel located within the 
Woodbend planning area in the North Saskatchewan River 
valley in southwest Edmonton, an area known in Cree as 
amiskwaciywâskahikan (amisk-WA-chee wass-skag-N). Big 
Island contains mature balsam poplar stands but the majority 
of the site is low-lying and within the floodway, separated from 
the lands above by steep slopes and a seasonally flooded 
back channel. The Woodbend area stretches along both 
sides of the river and is made up of private, municipal and 
Crown land. While the entire Woodbend area is important for 
conservation, the focus of this establishment proposal is on 
the Crown-owned Big Island.

Historical significance
Indigenous people have used the river valley and ravine 
system for food, medicine, camping, transportation, 
gathering, and celebrating since time immemorial. After first 
European contact in the 1700s, the North Saskatchewan 
River Valley was a centre of trade and commerce with 
Indigenous peoples for over a century.

Today, Big Island is a popular stopover for paddlers traveling 
the North Saskatchewan River but also has a rich history over 
the past one and a half centuries. Starting in the 1880s, 
settlers used Big Island for resource and recreation use.

The Hudson’s Bay Company and local entrepreneurs like 
John Walter, who purchased the island in 1911 from the 
Dominion Government, used Big Island for various and 
sometimes conflicting land uses including timber harvesting, 
coal and gold mining, oil exploration, and recreation.

The City of Edmonton purchased Big Island in 1921 with 
plans to use the island as a prison farm and then for oil drilling 
which fell through. It is unknown at this time when Big Island 
transferred back to Crown ownership.

Big Island became a popular day use destination once 
steamboat travel came into use on the North Saskatchewan 
River. In the early 1900s, John Walter used his steamboats to 
shuttle passengers to Big Island on weekends and holidays, 
traveling three hours one way from the Low Level Bridge for 
passengers to spend the day playing games and picnicking. 
Once steamboat travel fell out of fashion, Big Island was no 
longer a major recreation destination.

More recently, Big Island and the surrounding Woodbend 
area were part of the original location of the Canadian 
Birkebeiner ski festival, a 55 kilometre cross country skiing 
event first staged in 1985 and subsequently moved to 
Cooking Lake-Blackfoot Provincial Recreation Area and Elk 
Island National Park.

North Channel, Big Island. November 1907. Big Island Steamboat.
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