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FOREWORD: Report Background and Study Limitations 

In April 2018, the Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 tasked us with undertaking a study 
examining the cultural history and significance of Moccasin Flats, a predominantly Métis 
settlement that was demolished by the town of Fort McMurray between the late 1970s and the 
early 1980s. Elders and leadership of the McMurray Métis community identified the Moccasin 
Flats evictions as a research priority and a central issue for Truth and Reconciliation for their 
community. However, no comprehensive study of the evictions or their impacts has been 
completed to date. 
 
Our objective was to answer the following questions we developed in collaboration with the 
McMurray Métis Board of Directors, with a focus on Métis-specific concerns: 
 

• What was the history and significance of Moccasin Flats as a Métis space?  
• Why did the town of Fort McMurray and/or the Alberta government evict the families 

living at Moccasin Flats? 
• What were the social and economic impacts of the evictions on the evicted families and 

the McMurray Métis community? 
• What are some possible avenues for reconciliation regarding the Moccasin Flats evictions? 

 
To answer these questions, we used archival and oral history research methods that we have 
developed in our training in history and anthropology. We have worked to triangulate oral 
history interviews, archival documents, and maps to answer our research questions. 
 
The report shows how Moccasin Flats was an important Métis home, with recorded Métis 
occupancy since around 1870. It was part of an Indigenous homeland and a central location for 
the exercise of Indigenous rights to hunt, trap, fish, and gather for subsistence. It shows how 
The New Town of Fort McMurray collaborated with Northward Developments Ltd. (Syncrude) 
to evict the Métis families at Moccasin Flats to build the River Park Glen housing tower and a 
proposed marina that was never built. 
 
This study identified two general themes of impacts on the Métis community in Fort McMurray: 
(1) cultural impacts to a Métis way of life, including social fragmentation, disruption of 
relationships to the land, and related intergenerational trauma; and (2) socio-economic impacts, 
such as housing insecurity, economic impacts, and exposure to racism. The report concludes 
with compensation and reconciliation recommendations documented in interviews. 
 
We ask readers to note that, while this report focused on the McMurray Métis community, we 
interviewed members of other communities as well. We also were unable to interview each 
individual impacted by the evictions, due to project scope and temporal limitations. Though our 
focus is on the Métis history of Moccasin Flats, our report does not preclude the ties other 
communities held to the area. 
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1. Context: Municipal Colonialism, Métis Places, and the Moccasin Flats 

Evictions 

1.1 Moccasin Flats: Where, What, When, and Who 

 This report discusses the cultural history, forced relocations, impacts of these 

relocations, and possible avenues for reconciliation regarding an area of what is now downtown 

Fort McMurray, known by Indigenous Elders as Moccasin Flats. Moccasin Flats is located on the 

southern bank of the Snye River, at the confluence of the Athabasca and Clearwater Rivers and 

is part of Nistawoyou, a Cree name for “where three rivers meet”. Today Moccasin Flats is 

adjacent to the River Park Glen towers and the MacDonald Island dike (Figure 1). Parts of 

Moccasin Flats are also known as River Lot 5 and the Clearwater Road Allowance, after the 

1910 Dominion Survey of Fort McMurray created land lots in Fort McMurray. 

Moccasin Flats was home to Indigenous peoples in what is now the Regional Municipality 

of Wood Buffalo (RMWB) before living memory. In recent history, a community developed 

around the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) post which was established in 1870, and by the early 

1900s a more permanent community of mostly Métis people was established in what is now 

Fort McMurray (Clark et al 2015).  Oral history and archival records suggest that by the 1960s 

and 1970s, 14 families had permanent dwellings at Moccasin Flats, while an additional 15-30 

families or individuals made their home at Moccasin Flats seasonally in outfitter tents – which is 

discussed in more detail in section 2. The seasonal homes were primarily occupied by families 

from Fort McKay and traplines on the Athabasca River to Fort Chipewyan. In section 2, we 

draw on interviews with Elders to explain that the families who had more year-round homes 

were mostly Métis. 

Importantly, Indigenous identity politics have changed significantly in the nearly 40 years 

since the evictions, and in the longer cultural history of Moccasin Flats. Around the signing of 

Treaty 8 in 1899, the lines between First Nation and Métis were more social and cultural rather 

than legal and political. As multiple Elders interviewed for this report stated about Moccasin 

Flats, “everybody got along”.1 Other Elders explained that some Métis individuals also  

                                                
1 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH03, McMurray Métis Community Knowledge Keeper (hereafter CKK), p. 2. 
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Figure 1: Map of Moccasin Flats and its Immediate Surroundings, 1970s 
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became signatory to treaty in the early 1900s: “Métis until a certain time, they had to chance to 

join, to become a Treaty and they all went into treaty…because things were tough them days 

and they were guaranteed rations. You know, a fish net, beans, salt pork, net and stuff like that 

and free hospitalization”.2  Some Moccasin Flats family members who may have identified as or 

been considered Métis at the time of the evictions have since claimed First Nation status under 

Bill C-31, which was passed in 1985.3One Elder we spoke with for this report told us that her 

grandfather, who lived at Moccasin Flats lost his Indian status through wrongful 

enfranchisement.4 Additionally, we found in archival documents and oral history that the 

majority of the response to the evictions, both on a grassroots and political level, was by Métis 

people (see section 4). Considering these notes, and the scope outlined in the Foreword, this 

report focuses primarily on the Métis history of Moccasin Flats. 

From 1975 to 1981, through a complex process we detail in sections 3 and 4, the 

families who called Moccasin Flats home were forcefully removed from the area by the New 

Town of Fort McMurray in collaboration with Northward Developments Ltd – the wholly 

owned subsidiary housing company of Syncrude Canada Ltd. The impacts of these evictions 

have had lasting impacts on the Fort McMurray Métis community and Indigenous communities 

in the RMWB (section 5). There are opportunities to move towards reconciliation to address 

this history that we discuss in section 6.  

In the rest of this context section, we outline two framing devices in 1.2 and 1.3: First, 

historical context of the Moccasin Flats evictions in terms of the “road allowance people” and 

municipal colonialism, and second, the cultural significance of Moccasin Flats as a Métis home 

which affords the reproduction of cultural values, practices, and identity. Second, in section 1.4, 

we discuss the methods used in this study. Finally, section 1.5 provides a timeline of events 

related to the Moccasin Flats evictions, and outlines the remainder of the report. 

                                                
2 Fred MacDonald, Mark of the Métis interview with  Sara Loutitt and Sherri Labour, MT09, March 30, 2007, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
3 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. n.d. “Discussion Paper: Changes to the Indian Act affecting Indian 
Registration and Band Membership.” 
4 Annette Campre told us that her grandfather, Joe Campre’s birth name was Okakie (or Ogagkie), but was 
changed first to Cookie, and later to Campre when he lost his status through a wrongful enfranchisement process. 
The paperwork was signed by Judge Harry Aime (who later convicted Pat Shott), and Indian Agent Jack Stewart. 
Joe Okakie could not read or write or speak English. The Campres lived at Moccasin Flats from the 1950s to the 
1970s. (Annette Campre, telephone conversation with Hereward Longley, September 23, 2018.) 
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1.2 Road Allowance People and Municipal Colonialism: Moccasin Flats in Historical 
Context 
 The Elders we interviewed for this report situate the Moccasin Flats evictions within the 

long history of colonization and the dispossession of the Métis and their homelands. Michael 

Desjarlais, who worked at the Nistawoyou Association Friendship Center to support the 

Moccasin Flats families and resist the eviction, told us that we need to view the Moccasin Flats 

evictions not as a standalone event, but as part of a long history of settlers taking Indigenous 

lands. For Desjarlais, this issue dates back to the Rupert’s Land Transfer (1869-1870), Prime 

Minister John A. Macdonald’s military suppression of Métis Resistance (1869-1870 and 1885), 

and the execution of Louis Riel (1885).5 It is important when we speak of colonialism to 

distinguish it from conquest. Colonialism is not an event but rather a process. As such, it 

cannot be simply relegated to the past, but reverberates and persists into the present in terms 

of its institutions and ideologies, can even become amplified well after the moment of conquest. 

Like Desjarlais, scholars define colonialism in Canada as an ongoing process of land and 

resource appropriation, cultural assimilation, and systemic racism and discrimination, what the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission has described as cultural genocide.6  

 The interviewees in this study dispute the legitimacy of Canada’s sovereignty over 

northeastern Alberta. From a settler-historical-legal perspective, the Athabasca region became 

a part of Canada when the Dominion Government purchased the Hudson’s Bay Company’s 

rights to Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory for £300,000 in 1870.7 The Crown 

signed Treaty No. 8 with the Indigenous peoples of the Northeastern Alberta in 1899.8 As with 

earlier treaties, the Crown offered the Métis land scrip of 240 acres or $240. Since the 

                                                
5 Michael Desjarlais, phone conversation with Hereward Longley, Edmonton and Fort McMurray, July 20, 2018. 
6 Truth and Reconciliation Canada, "Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final Report 
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada," (Winnipeg: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada, 2015); Lorenzo Veracini, "‘Settler Colonialism’: Career of a Concept," The Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History 41, no. 2 (2013); Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interuptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler 
States (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); Patrick Wolfe, "Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the 
Native," Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006). 
7 Rupert's Land and North-Western Territory Order (June 23, 1870), (UK), reprinted in R.S.C. 1985, App. II, No. 9. 
Edward Cavanagh, "A Company with Sovereignty and Subjects of Its Own? The Case of the Hudson's Bay 
Company, 1670-1763," Canadian Journal of Law and Society 26, no. 1 (2011); Kent McNeil, "Sovereignty and the 
Aboriginal Nations of Rupert's Land," Manitoba History, no. 37 (1999); Frank Tough, "Aboriginal Rights Versus the 
Deed of Surrender: The Legal Rights of Native Peoples and Canada's Acquisition of the Hudson's Bay Company 
Territory," Prairie Forum 17, no. 2 (1992). 
8 Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Reprinted from the 1899 edition by Roger 
Duhamel, F.R.S.C. Ottawa: Queen's Printer And Controller of Stationery, 1966. 
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government had not surveyed the land or opened land offices, Métis scrip holders could not 

actually claim land in the Athabasca region.9 The scrip process was marked by fraud and 

administrative problems which excluded Métis people from the possibility of securing land or 

compensation before the creation of the province of Alberta in 1905 or the Natural Resources 

Transfer Acts of 1930.10 

 Moccasin Flats was a road allowance community. Explained by Métis scholar Maria 

Campbell in her 1973 autobiography, the term originated to describe the Métis communities 

that settled on road allowances after being driven from their land following the suppression of 

the 1885 North-West Rebellion. Without reserve land or anywhere safe to go, many Métis 

families settled on road allowances, the 66-foot-wide strips of land set aside for roads by 

Crown surveyors for future road development. Campbell writes that as Métis people lost their 

land scrip or were driven from their homesteads:  

One by one they drifted back to the road lines and crown lands where they built 
cabins and barns and from then on were known as “Road Allowance People”… 
So began a miserable life of poverty which held no hope for the future. That 
generation of my people was completely beaten. Their fathers had failed during 
the rebellion to make a dream come true; they failed as farmers; now there was 
nothing left. Their way of life was a part of Canada’s past and they saw no place in 
the world around them, for they believed they had nothing to offer. They felt 
shame, and with shame the loss of pride and the strength to live each day…. The 
road for them is never ending and full of frustrations and heartbreak.11 

 
Road allowances were places that were temporarily vacant of settlers and development. Yet 

they were never secure. Métis families who built homes on road allowances lived in uncertainty, 

never safe from the possibility of being evicted once more to make way for development. 

 Although road allowance communities are commonly thought of as occurring solely on 

the Prairies in the early 20th Century, the history of Moccasin Flats shows that road allowance 

communities occurred in the Canadian North and persisted into the 1980s. Moccasin Flats was 

a place of permanent and seasonal historical Indigenous settlement. As the town of Fort 

                                                
9 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, MF2018-
12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK (CKK), p. 4-5. 
10 The Alberta Act, 1905, 4-5 Edward VII, c. 3 (Canada); Alberta Natural Resources Act, S.C. 1930, c. 3; Judy Larmour, 
Laying Down the Lines: A History of Land Surveying in Alberta (Canada: Brindle and Glass Publishing, 2005); Frank 
Tough and Erin McGregor, "“The Rights to the Land May Be Transferred”: Archival Records as Colonial Text—a 
Narrative of Métis Scrip," in Natives & Settlers, Now & Then: Historial Issues and Current Perspectives on Treaties and 
Land Claims in Canada, ed. Paul W. DePasquale (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2007). 
11 Maria Campbell, Half-Breed (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973), 8. 
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McMurray rapidly expanded during the development of the oil sands industry, the Clearwater 

Drive road allowance and the unoccupied River Lot 5 became a place of refuge for people who 

were driven out of other parts of Fort McMurray, such as from the area that is now the Peter 

Pond shopping centre. 

 The history of Moccasin Flats and the eviction of its residents is an instance of what 

historian Jordan Stranger-Ross has termed “municipal colonialism”: a process through which 

cities confiscated land from urban Indigenous communities to promote development projects 

and remove Indigenous people that were seen as having no rightful place in the modern city.12 

Developers cast Indigenous peoples as ‘out of place’ in the city, ‘backwards’, and in the way of 

‘progress’. The Moccasin Flats evictions echoed many of the evictions of Indigenous peoples and 

marginalized groups from Canadian cities in the 20th Century.13 

 In particular, the Moccasin Flats evictions resemble the evictions at Rooster Town, a 

historic Métis settlement in Winnipeg. In 1959, Winnipeg evicted the last 14 families from 

Rooster Town in order to make space to build a new high school. At its peak in the 1930s, 

Rooster Town was home to over 700 people, and was the last refuge of the Métis in Winnipeg, 

who were consistently displaced and denied a homeland in a place they had inhabited long 

before Confederation. City administrators and the growing suburban population discriminated 

against the Rooster Town Métis residents for their Indigenous ethnicity and impoverishment. 

As David Burley writes, the proponents of urban development “equated the quality of housing 

with the character of residents.” The eviction of Rooster Town residents and the burning of 

their homes expressed an embedded municipal colonialism and the growing racial anxieties of 

the 20th Century.14 

 The Moccasin Flats evictions were also a consequence of the rapid development of the oil 

sands industry and growth of Fort McMurray in the 1970s. The commercialization of the oil 

sands industry started with the opening of the Great Canadian Oil Sands Ltd. (GCOS) plant in 

                                                
12 Jordan Stranger-Ross, "Municipal Colonialism in Vancouver: City Planning and the Conflict over Indian Reserves, 
1928–1950s," The Canadian Historical Review 89, no. 4 (2008). 
13 Penelope Edmonds, "Unpacking Settler Colonialism’s Urban Strategies: Indigenous Peoples in Victoria, British 
Columbia, and the Transition to a Settler-Colonial City," Urban History Review 38, no. 2 (2010); Mike Evans et al., A 
Brief History of the Short Life of the Island Cache (Art Design Printing, 2004); Jennifer J. Nelson, Razing Africville: A 
Geography of Racism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008); Renisa Mawani, "Imperial Legacies (Post) 
Colonial Identities: Law, Space and the Making of Stanley Park, 1859-2001," Law Text Culture 7 (2003). 
14 David G. Burley, "Rooster Town: Winnipeg’s Lost Métis Suburb, 1900-1960," Urban History Review 42, no. 1 
(2013): 6. 
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1967. After the Organization of Arab Oil Producing Countries (OAPEC) oil embargo in 1973, 

oil prices skyrocketed and triggered oil shortages and panic about energy security. The crisis 

transformed the oil sands industry overnight. The next oil sands plant, planned by Syncrude 

Canada Ltd., gained a new level of significance and importance to the provincial and national 

energy economy. In 1974, after Atlantic Richfield Canada withdrew from the Syncrude 

consortium, the Alberta, Ontario, and federal governments purchased the outstanding position. 

Alberta bought 10 per cent of Syncrude for $200 million, Ontario bought 5 per cent for $100 

million, and the federal government bought 15 per cent for $300 million. Under the new 

agreement, the provincial government made a wide range of loans and investments to Syncrude, 

50 million dollars of loans for Syncrude’s housing arm, Northward Developments Ltd., to build 

housing projects including River Park Glen, which became the reason for evicting the Moccasin 

Flats residents.15 The construction of Syncrude, the expansion of GCOS, and exploration for 

other projects caused an explosion in Fort McMurray’s population. Before GCOS, the 

population was around 1000 people. By 1972 it had grown eightfold to 8,148. And by 1978 it 

had tripled again, reaching 24,580.16  

 This report shows how the New Town of Fort McMurray, under the leadership of Mayor 

Ted Mason and Town Clerk Gerald E. Bussieres, collaborated with Northward Developments 

Ltd. (Syncrude) to evict the families at Moccasin Flats to build the River Park Glen housing 

tower, and a proposed marina that was never built. By calling the Moccasin Flats residents 

“squatters,” the Town used property law justify their eviction, and ignored the Indigenous 

identity, history, and rights of the Moccasin Flats residents. This criminalization of Indigenous 

people and the associated framings of Moccasin Flats as a “shanty town” were tools used to 

facilitate colonial dispossession in the RMWB. However, to the Métis community, Moccasin 

Flats was a home, a significant part of Métis space that supported cultural reproduction.   

1.3 “That was their home”: Moccasin Flats as a cultural place 

 A Métis community member explained in an interview that connection to place is 

fundamental to maintaining and articulating Métis culture. In interviews for this project and 

through our conversations with Elders and community members, Moccasin Flats was often 

                                                
15 Syncrude Project, The Winnipeg Agreement, Winnipeg, Manitoba, 3 February 1975, 82.165 vol. 49 file 440; Alberta 
Housing Corporation, PR1979.94, Box 5 and 6, Provincial Archives of Alberta (hereafter PAA). 
16 Doug Tattrie, “Syncrude marks 5th anniversary,” Fort McMurray Today, September 15, 1983. 
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described as a home and cultural place for Indigenous peoples in northeastern Alberta before 

the evictions. As Cameron MacDonald described it: 

I think it was a cultural place because people knew people. You knew all your neighbours 
and that’s where they gathered. Every spring people gathered there and that was their 
gathering spot and every fall they'd go away. But that was their gathering spot. It’s culture. 
That’s what I figure anyway.17 
 

Understanding the importance of place for Métis people requires thinking about the land as 

fundamental to the reproduction of Métis culture and way of life. From this perspective, the 

significance of Moccasin Flats cannot be reduced to issues of property rights and due process 

alone; it is deeply embedded in questions of Métis cultural continuity, Métis rights and land use, 

and Métis identity. McMurray Métis community members have articulated the importance of 

place for the maintenance and renewal of their culture. They referred to these areas as “Métis 

spaces”, which are defined through four themes: “(1) that Métis spaces were where people 

could be and feel comfortable as Métis; (2) that Métis spaces were connected to particular 

places; (3) that the places that sustained Métis spaces had diminished greatly over time; and (4) 

that the decline in such places had dramatically weakened the transmission and reproduction of 

McMurray Métis culture.”18 The importance of Moccasin Flats and the dramatic significance of 

the evictions must be read through this lens and definition of Métis space. 

 Aligning with this view, when asked about the cultural importance of Moccasin Flats, a 

Métis community member explained: 

Culture and spirit go hand and hand, and both connect back to the land. An Elder told me 
that the land is our church and always has been. He also told me songs are prayers and 
language is rooted in land and love. Land, language, ceremony are all rooted together. 
They were not separate. To sever ties to the land is like severing ties to an infant and his 
nurturing mother. Trying to reconnect to an enforced disconnection from this identity is 
very difficult and confusing.19 
 

Thus, the relationships between Métis and place are fundamental to the maintenance of 

language, identity, and culture across generations.  

                                                
17 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-CH04, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 3. 
18 Timothy David Clark, Dermot O’Connor, and Peter Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary 
Rights-Bearing Métis Community," (Cochrane, AB: Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 and Willow Springs Strategic 
Solutions Inc., 2015), 55. 
19 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
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 Prior to the 1980s evictions, Moccasin Flats was a central location where the Métis 

community lived more permanently, and both Métis and First Nation trappers and their families 

would return each year from along the Athabasca and Clearwater rivers, serving to maintain 

and reinforce relationships between families (see Figure 1). In our conversations with McMurray 

Métis Elders, the river was often described as a main highway linking communities together. 

When asked about the cultural importance of Moccasin Flats, another anonymous participant 

stated, 

Well it was next to the river. And a lot of [families who lived at Moccasin Flats] couldn't 
afford to get a place in town just for the summer. So that was their home where they could 
fish right off the [Snye]. At the time the Snye wasn’t blocked by a dike, so it was wide 
open the water ran both ways.20 
 

Beyond fishing, Moccasin Flats was a place where families were able to carry out a host of 

harvesting activities, such as trapping, hunting, berry picking, and collecting lumber and drinking 

water. Métis families living at Moccasin Flats in the 1960s and 1970s, including the Shotts and 

MacDonalds, often held traplines within a short walking distance which afforded a host of 

harvesting activities. For Indigenous peoples, being able to live off the land is fundamental to 

maintaining social and spiritual relationships within the community and with the land itself. 

Under the Constitution Act, 1982, s.35, these harvesting activities are also protected as Métis 

rights. 

 Importantly, the anonymous participant above repeated a sentiment we heard throughout 

this study: counter to the characterization of the non-Indigenous media and population in Fort 

McMurray, Moccasin Flats was not a ‘camp’ or a place where ‘squatters’ lived; it was a home. 

During interviews, we sometimes incorrectly asked participants for information regarding 

Moccasin Flats being used as a “seasonal campsite”. An anonymous interview participant 

corrected us: 

[Do you mean] home? The term campsite is a term that would not have been used as it is 
used in today's context. It was not a campsite in terms of a place that people go to 
leisurely. A more Indigenous term could be a seasonal “home base”. I am told Moccasin 
Flats was used seasonally, much like most Indigenous peoples lifestyles in which you go 
where food and medicine is in abundance at certain times of the year.21  

                                                
20 Anonymous Interview Participant 13, interview with Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-
CH04, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
21 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
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‘Squatter’ or ‘camp’ were terms that were applied to Moccasin Flats residents to facilitate their 

removal, the imposition of a non-Indigenous way of life, and the colonial erasure of the 

Indigenous presence. In this study, we frame the cultural history of Moccasin Flats and the 

evictions in terms of a cultural space and a home for Métis people. As a Métis space, this home 

was fundamental to the continuity of a Métis way of life, of community social and kinship bonds, 

and of collective identity.  

1.4 One of Many Evictions: Waterways, Short Street, and Cree Flats 
 
 Moccasin Flats was only one of many examples of Indigenous peoples being evicted from 

their land in Fort McMurray and Waterways. The Elders we interviewed for this project told us 

that there were many unjust historical evictions in Fort McMurray’s history that need to be 

documented, compensated, and reconciled. Elders identified three specific examples of evictions 

occurred that require further study: Waterways, Cree Flats, and an area known as Short Street 

near MacDonald and Franklin Avenue which is now a Boston Pizza.22  

 

1.4.1 Waterways 
 
 In 1968 the New Town of Fort McMurray expropriated and demolished the houses of 

22 mostly Métis families near Tolen Drive in Waterways to divert Saline Creek and prevent 

flooding during spring runoff. Rather than return the land to the expropriated families after 

diverting the creek, Harvey Sykes told us that the town “turned around and sold that land to 

GCOS (Great Canadian Oil Sands Ltd; today Suncor).” After the eviction Athabasca Realty, the 

GCOS housing company, put in services and trailers for their employees to live in. The evicted 

families received only $700 each in compensation: “How are you gonna go start a new life with 

$700? I mean there’s people working at the plant site there making that a week.” Sykes told us: 

“These families that received $700, some of them I mean you know, they, they basically ended 

up on the streets. I remember those days.” Sykes considers himself lucky “because my dad, you 

know they, they said, okay, we could move the house to this location here, and it’s still on the 

                                                
22 Based on some Elders’ oral history accounts, there are further examples of evictions across downtown Fort 
McMurray, Beacon Hill, Thickwood, Timberlea, and Gregoire which we have not documented here. 
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same property that they expropriated.” The municipality has been trying to evict him ever 

since.23  

 
1.4.2 Short Street 

 What is now the Boston Pizza area near MacDonald Avenue was a Métis co-operative 

housing settlement until 1980. One Elder we spoke with told us how he moved to the site in 

1966. His house was one of seven houses on a street they called Short Street, an extension of 

MacDonald Avenue. In the late 1970s, when the Department of Highways planned to expand 

Highway 63, they told the Métis families that they would either have to sell their land or be 

expropriated. As one Elder stated: “we didn’t really have a choice.” While they received what 

they had paid for their house, they were forced to move to a much more expensive area and 

refinance with a much higher interest rate. After getting rid of all the Métis families, the 

Department of Highways and the town did not end up using the land for the road expansion. 

Instead, the Town sold the land to developers who built commercial buildings. The Elder told 

us, “in the end, they had all the room they wanted because they put in a big Toyota dealership 

there, you know. You know, one little house, it’s not enough room, but it’s enough room for 

a…great big two-storey building, right where her little house was.”24  

 
1.4.3 Cree Flats 

For the Cree Flats evictions, we heard secondary testimony from those who heard 

about these evictions, but not from people who lived there and remember the events first-

hand. Cree Flats affected Fort McMurray First Nation #468, and so any study of the history of 

Cree Flats would have to be done in collaboration with that Community. What we were told 

by the Elders we spoke with is that Cree Flats was a settlement of mostly First Nation and 

some Métis families at what is now Horse Pasture Park. In the 1950s or 1960s, the government 

moved the Cree families from the Christina Reserve to the Clearwater River in Waterways. 

The families were settled at what is now Horse Pasture Park and were told that they would 

have housing and access to schools, but Harvey Sykes told us “nobody got any housing. They 

were living in what we call tar paper shacks.” After they relocated, Sykes told us, “there was 

                                                
23 Harvey Sykes, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, July 12, 2018, MF2018-09 NONMF-
06, p. 3-6, CKK. 
24 MF2018-13, NONMF-07, p.8-12, CKK. 
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just a big dirty play. The government sent, and they took the children off there and put them in 

residential schools.” Sykes further recounted that some of the children hid in the cellars to 

avoid being taken by Indian Affairs. Eventually Indian Affairs moved the Cree families to the 

Gregoire Lake reserve and evicted the Métis families. As Sykes explained, “Where the hell 

these Métis families gonna go? They got no reserve, you couldn’t put them on a reserve, so 

they kicked them out, so they had to go wherever they went.”25 While Cree Flats was primarily 

a Cree settlement, Métis people lived there as well. The Indigenous settlements in what is now 

Fort McMurray in the 1970s were home for many peoples. 

 
1.4.4 Connected themes 

The Elders we spoke with consider these evictions to be as egregious as Moccasin Flats, 

and some expressed that it was wrong to study Moccasin Flats alone, as it was just one example 

of a larger process of displacement and dispossession of Indigenous peoples in Fort McMurray. 

One theme that connects these events is that many Indigenous peoples felt misled. In several of 

these examples, the town told the Métis and First Nation families that they needed to move to 

make way for some important infrastructure project. At Moccasin Flats it was a sewer line; at 

Boston Pizza, it was a highway expansion; at Tolen Drive, it was a creek diversion. After 

completing these infrastructure projects, the Town sold the evicted lands to commercial 

developers. At Moccasin Flats, the Town used the sewer line as a rationale to try force families 

to move, but the Town was simultaneously working with Syncrude to build a housing complex.  

1.5 Methods 

 In this research project, we have strived to adhere to the methodological principles 

outlined by Métis scholar Adam Gaudry.26 Gaudry calls for a community-based methodology 

that places community concerns and community empowerment at the forefront of research 

activities. This research is grounded in respect for and validation of Indigenous worldviews and 

stories.27 Its goal is not solely to create new knowledge for academic purposes but for use by 

                                                
25 Harvey Sykes, July 12, 2018, MF2018-09 NONMF-08, p. 7-9, CKK. 
26 Adam Gaudry, "Researching the Resurgence: Insurgent Research and Community-Engaged Methodologies in 
Twenty-First Century Academic Inquiry," in Research as Resistance: Revisiting Critical, Indigenous, and Anti-Oppressive 
Approaches, ed. Susan Strega and Leslie Brown (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2015). 
27 Julie Cruikshank, The Social Life of Stories: Narrative and Knowledge in the Yukon Territory (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2000); Keith H. Basso, "“Stalking with Stories”: Names, Places, and Moral Narratives among the 
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Indigenous peoples and their communities, promoting community-based action. This research 

also is responsible to Indigenous communities, who are the final judges of the validity of the 

project. Accordingly, this report and our research activities are driven by McMurray Métis 

families’ concerns and stories shared with us by McMurray Métis members. Herein we 

document stories that have not been formally recognized outside of the Métis community. The 

stories we document in this report, we hope, will provide a useful archive for Indigenous 

community members in the RMWB, and will inspire action within all communities in the RMWB 

to dismantle colonial structures. 

 McMurray Métis identified the evictions at Moccasin Flats as a research priority for the 

community. We designed this study in consultation with the McMurray Métis community. In 

particular, McMurray Métis leadership connected us with valuable interview participants, and 

provided us guidance both formally in responses to monthly update reports and informally 

during meetings in between. Two of us – Longley and Joly – have been working as academic 

scholars and research consultants with the McMurray Métis community since 2013. Longley is 

trained as an historian and Joly as a social anthropologist. Joly lived and worked with the 

McMurray Métis full time, from 2013 to 2014, and both of us have completed several research 

projects with the community, making many visits to Fort McMurray since 2013. In April 2018 

we were entrusted with this research project (see Foreword). In May 2013, Lucas Punko joined 

our team as a community researcher. Punko was an invaluable research partner, aiding in 

interviews, data management, and analysis. This project has been a learning opportunity for all 

of us, about the history of Fort McMurray and about creating just and ethical relationships 

between researchers, community members, government, and industry. 

 This report is the result of our analysis of oral history interviews and archival documents. 

The focused oral history accounts provided to us for this study were invaluable. We conducted 

12 interviews in total with 13 individuals, primarily Elders who lived at Moccasin Flats or their 

descendants. One interview was conducted with a young woman with knowledge of the oral 

histories of Moccasin Flats passed down through her family. Many of these individuals were 

born at Moccasin Flats, made their home there year-round or seasonally, and were present at 

the evictions. Still others were political leaders of the Métis community at the time of the 

                                                
Western Apache," in Text, Play, and Story: The Construction and Reconstruction of Self and Society, ed. Edward M. 
Bruner (Prospect Heights: Wavelane, 1984). 
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evictions, and another was a Métis news reporter present at the evictions on assignment. We 

also interviewed Elders with knowledge of other evictions in Fort McMurray in the same time 

period. The majority of interview participants were found through networks at the McMurray 

Métis. Leadership in particular was helpful in connecting us with individuals with direct or 

familial connections to Moccasin Flats. Further, we connected with some interview participants 

after they contacted the McMurray Métis office, or at cultural events such as the annual Métis 

Festival in May 2018. 

 All interview participants were provided a consent form prior to being interviewed, which 

gave them the opportunity to indicate their preference regarding confidentiality. Names are 

provided for those individuals who wished to have their names associated with information 

they provided us in interviews; those who did not wish their name to be listed alongside their 

information are not named. When we quote statements from archival documents such as 

newspapers, we tend to provide the speaker’s full names. The interviews followed a standard 

set of questions that was adapted for each individual depending on the stories they wished to 

tell and their knowledge of certain aspects of life and the evictions at Moccasin Flats.  

 After each interview, we transcribed the audio files using a third-party service and then 

copy-edited the transcripts. Once transcripts were in hand, we coded them into Excel 

spreadsheets using a priori codes and, to a lesser extent, emergent and descriptive codes. A 

priori codes (Table 1) – in which a predetermined list of codes is used – were chosen to mirror 

the scope of the project outlined by leadership. We used descriptive coding for any information 

shared in interviews that did not fall within the predetermined list of codes. During analysis, 

emergent codes (codes that ‘emerge’ from the interviews themselves, as opposed to being 

predetermined) were used within major codes in order to determine variations within each; for 

example, the types of impacts of the evictions were determined with a second set of emergent 

coding. The interviews quoted in this report are cited using this coding system and quotes are 

lightly edited for clarity. 

 

 

Table 1: A Priori Codes Used to Analyze Interviews 

Code Description 
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FH&I Family history and identity 

CH Cultural history. Community and personal significance of Moccasin Flats 

C&I Infrastructure and construction at Moccasin Flats 

EV Evictions at Moccasin Flats, including history and timeline 

PR Protests & response of the community to Moccasin Flats evictions  

IMP Impacts of the evictions at Moccasin Flats 

REC Opportunities for reconciliation regarding evictions at Moccasin Flats 

NONMF 
Information about other evictions in and around Fort McMurray, such as at 

Waterways or Cree Flats 

OTHER 
Anything that falls outside of the above categories. Used emergent codes along 

with this code, such as "OTHER-work" 

 

 We also analyzed thousands of pages of archival documents – including Town Board of 

Administrators meeting minutes, newspaper articles, correspondence, municipal plans, 

photographs, and land title agreements – from several collections. First, the RMWB provided 

documents in kind compiled we by their legal counsel from municipal records related to 

Moccasin Flats (River Lot 5, the Road Allowance, and settlement at the Snye). We analyzed 

these documents page by page, compiling a spreadsheet that we used to categorize the 

materials using similar codes as above. Second, we visited the Provincial Archives in Alberta and 

reviewed documents from relevant collections, including those Department of Municipal Affairs 

(Acc. 78.133, 87.365), Minister of Housing and Public Works (Acc. 79.94), and the Department 

of the Environment (Acc. 86.341). Third, the Fort McMurray Heritage Society provided us six 

historic photos of downtown Fort McMurray and a 1981 newspaper article. Finally, we 

collected photos online from the Northwest Territories Archives. 

 All information collected for this study has been provided to the McMurray Métis and will 

be stored in their Community Knowledge Keeper (CKK) database in perpetuity. 
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1.6 Report Outline and Timeline of Events 

 The remainder of this report outlines the history and importance of Moccasin Flats and 

the events that led to the evictions. Section 2 describes the cultural history of Moccasin Flats 

from approximately 1787 to 1970. It shows that, while the site was a significant gathering place 

for Indigenous communities since time immemorial, in the latter half of the 1800s and early 

1900s, a more permanent Métis community formed at the site. We argue that Moccasin Flats 

was a significant part of the Métis homeland, affording the reproduction of social ties between 

families and a Métis way of life.  

Section 3 explains the construction and infrastructure projects from that started to impact 

the Snye residents from 1975 forward, when the Town tried to evict families from the road 

allowance to build a sewer line. It explains how River Lot 5 was sold to Northward to build 

River Park Glen. Owners convinced families living on River Lot 5 to move to the road 

allowance, which undermined their adverse possession (squatters rights). It explains how 

Northward Developments Ltd. and the Town then signed a development agreement, which 

included a condition that the Town would evict the remaining Moccasin Flats Families from the 

road allowance and then sell the additional 4.3 acres of land to Northward to build a marina.  

Section 4 discusses the eviction of Snye residents from 1978 to 1981. The Town offered 

trailers to 7 families on the road allowance, excluding those who had moved from River Lot 5. 

The Town made the relocated families sign away their rights to Moccasin Flats. The Town 

retained ownership of the land and trailers, so when the original occupants died or left, the 

municipality took back the property. We argue that this constituted a delayed eviction and 

must be considered as part of the eviction process. We show how in 1979 Ted Mason and 

Gerald Bussieres instructed Brownlee Fryett LLP to commence evictions proceedings against 

Pat Shott, Ben Powder, Ron Currie, and Walter MacDonald. On May 14, 1981 Sheriff John 

Easton and Bylaw Officer Brian Irvine forcefully evicted the Shott family and bulldozed their 

house.  

The impacts of the evictions are described in Section 5 and are grouped into two main 

sections. First, we describe cultural impacts to the Métis way of life, including social 

fragmentation, disruption of relationships to the land, and related intergenerational effects. 

Second, we illustrate the socio-economic impacts of the evictions, including housing insecurity, 

economic impacts, and exposure to racism.  
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To address the wrongdoings and to move towards more just relationships between the 

Métis community and the RMWB, Section 6 recommends avenues towards reconciliation. 

These include: (1) compensation for evicted families; (2) a monument and cultural centre; (3) a 

land transfer; (4) reconstruction of the Snye dike to allow water flow; (5) construction of a 

homeless shelter; (6) cultural competency education for government and industry 

representatives; (7) further research; and (8) a formal apology. In Section 6 we condense these 

recommendations into a short list. 

 

Table 2: Timeline of Evictions at Moccasin Flats 

Before Evictions  

Time immemorial Moccasin Flats and surrounding areas at the Snye are gathering places 
for Indigenous peoples. 

1870 Hudson’s Bay Company Fort is established at Moccasin Flats. 

1870-1920s Historic Métis community establishes in Fort McMurray, with ties to 
Moccasin Flats. 

1911 William Gordon buys River Lot 5. 

1964 
Construction begins at Great Canadian Oil Sands, Town builds Snye 
dike to MacDonald Island, Fort McMurray Developments Ltd. buys 
River Lot 5. 

1976 Construction begins at the Syncrude Canada Ltd. Mildred Lake site. 

Phase 1 Sewer line dispute 

1975-1977 Sewer line dispute, expropriation of easement, Moccasin Flats 
residents refuse to move. 

2 October 1975 Ambrose Laboucane threatens that Métis families will set up camp at 
the Legislature if evicted for the sewer line. 

7 November 1975 Meeting between Métis Association of Alberta, Town, and Province. 
Yurko tells town that they have power to grant land to Métis. 

Phase 2 Move to the road allowance 

1977 Moccasin Flats residents with houses on River Lot 5 move houses to 
road allowance, some leave. 

Phase 3 Construction and relocations 

1978 
Northward purchases River Lot 5 and signs development agreement 
with the Town to build River Park Glen housing complex. 7 families 
offered relocation packages. 
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Phase 4 Evictions 

19 September 
1978 

Town Board of Administrators moves to evict remaining Snye 
residents  

1979 Town moves to evict Pat Shott, Ben Powder, Ron Currie, and Walter 
MacDonald. 

1980 Only Pat Shott remains; Town pursues writ of possession 

14 May 1981 Bulldozers demolish Pat Shott’s house 
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2. Cultural History of Moccasin Flats as Métis Home 

In this section, we describe the history of Moccasin Flats, with specific emphasis on the 

Métis history of the area. We begin with a history of Moccasin Flats from 1787-1930, describing 

the emergence of a Métis community in Fort McMurray as well as the movement of First 

Nations people to town seasonally. Section 2.2 describes Moccasin Flats as a site of Métis 

occupation until the 1970s, explaining how the place maintained the strengthened relationships 

between families. Section 2.3 articulates the practice of traditional land uses at or around 

Moccasin Flats, showing how the site was an important center for the practice of Métis rights. 

2.1 The Foundations of a Métis Community: Recorded and Oral Histories of 

Moccasin Flats from a Métis Historical Perspective, 1787-1930 

 When asked if Moccasin Flats was a significant place for Indigenous peoples, Steve Shott, 

the son of Pat Shott, who spent his first 18 and a half years at Moccasin Flats, articulated to us 

the long history of the place: 

At the time [I lived there] it was, yes. It was. And it was before my time. Yes, it was, you 
know, and all that area was used for who knows how far back. Had to be right through 
the 1900's when the trades first started. You know, [when] the people start coming up. 
So, yeah, I guess it'd be an important factor. Be same thing as, you know, at the other end 
of town like, you know, the Cree Flats. You know, we used to have the fur traders 
coming down the Clearwater, so at both ends. But you have to look right back into when 
the history started and the significance of what was going on there.28 
 

Echoing Steve Shott, the importance of Moccasin Flats for Indigenous peoples must be 

understood in relation to its history. 

 In interviews, we learned that Moccasin Flats was a seasonal home from before living 

memory. Many interview participants explained that the area was “always” a central place for 

dwelling and harvesting, long before fur traders arrived in the area.29 Participants did not recall 

another name for Moccasin Flats, but reminded us that Nistawoyou is the Cree name for Fort 

McMurray, which translates to “where three rivers meet”. At the confluence of the Athabasca, 

Clearwater, and Snye rivers, Moccasin Flats and the river banks surrounding the site made ideal 

                                                
28 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-CH07, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 5. 
29 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH04, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 4-5. 
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stopping points for Indigenous peoples travelling along the rivers in summer by boat or in 

winter by dog team. The majority of stories recounting the history of Moccasin Flats were rich 

oral history accounts told to us by interview participants, which we outline in this section. The 

archival record on Moccasin Flats prior to the 1970s evictions is relatively sparse. Records from 

the fur trade era suggest at least 150 years of occupation by Indigenous peoples, yet beyond 

these records there is little written documentation of a community at Moccasin Flats. To 

conflate with lack of written documentation, maps, and land title with a lack of use and 

occupancy, however, would reflect a highly colonial attitude that only ‘productive’ land uses 

render an individual a land owner, and that, at worst, erase Indigenous peoples’ occupation of 

certain territories in Canadian history.30 Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. 

 In 1787, Alexander McLeod established a trading fort to be used as a wintering post at 

what is now Fort McMurray, known as the “Fort-of-the-Forks”. The fort was located on the 

east bank of the Clearwater River near its junction with the Athabasca River. The first (and 

possibly only) archaeological excavation in 1979 exposed a shallow trench, cellar depression, a 

double fireplace, and fragments of structural remains, and found few artifacts. The artifacts 

archaeologists found included a silver turtle pendant and beads.31 The lack of artifacts and 

charred structures found in the 1979 excavation indicated that the post burned to the ground 

following its abandonment in 1802.32 While the archaeological report concluded that the area 

was “a very early Euro-Canadian site in Alberta”, one can question the breadth of the analysis. 

Specifically, Métis archaeologist Kisha Supernant notes that Métis archaeological sites are 

characterized by a high occurrence of small beads, which are often missed in traditional 

archaeological methods.33 While other Indigenous peoples also do beadwork, Supernant notes 

that Métis people used smaller beads of distinctive patterns and colours compared to other 

Indigenous groups. We cannot make a clear statement regarding the exact beads found at Fort-

                                                
30 Simpson, Mohawk Interuptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States; Wolfe, "Settler Colonialism and the 
Elimination of the Native." 
31 Michael R.A. Forsman, "Historic Sites Investigation in Alberta. Fort-of-the-Forks, Heou 1,(Permit #79-49)." in 
Archaeological Survey of Alberta Occasional Paper No. 15 ed. Paul F. Donahue (1980), 43. 
32 Ibid., 44; Ken Perry, "Preliminary Survey of the Historic Sites in the Fort Mcmurray Area," (Edmonton: Heritage 
Sites Service, Heritage Resource Development, Alberta Culture, Youth and Recreation, 1974), 2. 
33 Kisha Supernant, "Archaeology of the Métis," Online Oxford Handbook of Historical Archaeology  (2018); Forsman, 
"Historic Sites Investigation in Alberta. Fort-of-the-Forks, Heou 1,(Permit #79-49)." 45. 
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of-the-Forks, but the occurrence of beads suggests that Métis people may have frequented this 

site.  

 Across the River from Fort-of-the-Forks, oral history for this study suggests that 

Indigenous peoples have always frequented Moccasin Flats. However, no archaeological study has 

been completed to date at Moccasin Flats, despite that oral history recorded for this study 

suggests that Moccasin Flats has always been frequented by Indigenous peoples. Based on the 

archival and oral history record, we argue that the Moccasin Flats site itself is of high 

archaeological importance as an Indigenous space and historic trading place. 

 In 1870, across the rivers from the old fort, H. J. Moberley established a Hudson’s Bay 

Company fort at the approximate location of the Moccasin Flats site where the Snye and 

Athabasca Rivers met (see Figure 2). The Fort McMurray post would become a transportation 

hub, and Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna show that the establishment of the post “set the stage 

for the emergence of a distinct Métis community whose centre would be Fort McMurray but 

whose ancestors drew from both of the Slave Lake Athabasca River-Lac La Biche Métis as well 

as the Fort Chipewyan Métis.” 34 At the time, the Métis community in what is now the Regional 

Municipality of Wood Buffalo “were and continue to be comprised of a series of identifiable sub-

regional communities, which later became more fixed settlements and villages around which 

localized patterns of harvesting, economic activity, and domestic life revolved.”35 Settlements 

emerged mostly because of their location within transportation networks. McMurray became 

one such settlement because of its location where three rivers meet, and later along the Alberta 

and Great Waterways rail line in the 1920s. An anonymous interview participant reminded us 

that the “concept of settlement is one that could be misunderstood when one thinks of 

traditional Indigenous ways of living.”36 Métis and other Indigenous families still lived along 

seasonal migration routes, yet would meet (often seasonally) in fluid yet identifiable areas to 

develop sub-regional communities in “denser, more localized sociocultural, economic, and 

political networks.”37 Based on descriptions of it in oral histories and in trading post records, we 

                                                
34 Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community," 
17. 
35 Ibid., 18. 
36 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 4-5. 
37 Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community," 
19. 
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suggest that the Métis presence at Moccasin Flats made it an important location that helped 

structure 
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Figure 2: Hudson's Bay Company at Fort McMurray38 

the sub-regional hub of Fort McMurray.39 

 Clark et al. provide a more detailed history of the Hudson’s Bay Company fort at 

Moccasin Flats, in which they trace from the late 1800s to late-1900s a strong Métis presence 

that extends from Downtown Fort McMurray to the Prairie to Waterways, including Moccasin 

Flats.40 Notably, during this time period, there is little written record of Indigenous peoples who 

lived at Moccasin Flats, despite oral history accounts of many families making year-round and 

seasonal homes there. This lack of record is significant, as it suggests that the settler 

governments and trade post bookkeepers who kept records paid less attention to impermanent 

settlement areas. Settler government and land owners only began to record the presence of 

families at Moccasin Flats when interest arose in their eviction from the area in the 1970s (see 

section 4). Despite a relatively sparse official record, written and oral history evidence suggests 

a presence of Métis peoples at the site from before establishment of the Fort in 1870. 

 In the 1800s, many Métis families lived on traplines along the Athabasca and Clearwater 

Rivers and travelled seasonally for work. As Cameron MacDonald explained, 

Well like I said my grandfather, great grandfather came [to MacDonald Island] in the 
1800s…And already then we were talking about Moccasin Flats of being settled, you know? 
People lived there like I said in the summer time. Some people stayed all year long. The 
majority of people stayed there summer time and moved away in the winter to go trapping. 
You know? Come back in the spring time to work for the boats or railroads.41  
 

First Nations families from Fort McKay and Métis from along the Athabasca River would travel 

to McMurray and make Moccasin Flats their home in the summers, before returning to their 

traplines in the winter. Over time, the seasonal home at Moccasin Flats would develop into a 

more permanent settlement of primarily Métis people. (Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna detail how 

the more permanent community around Fort McMurray was primarily Métis as of the late 

1800s and early 1900s.42) The Fort McMurray Hudson’s Bay Company post journals make one 

mention of a “Shanty Point” near the Fort, on June 10, 1884. The entry states that John 

                                                
38 “H.B. Post at McMurray,” n/d PR1992.0184.0013, PAA. “Fort McMurray in 1918”, University of Alberta Archives. 
39 Cf. Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis 
Community." 
40 Ibid. 
41 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-Other-MacIsland-12, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8-9. 
42 Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community." 
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McDonald and “other four men” stopped to fix a boat and add wood to the steamer for a man 

leaving Fort McMurray to Portage La Loche, SK.43 The mention suggests that there may have 

been a more permanent set of structures around the HBC Fort, at Moccasin Flats, since 1884.  

 The establishment of the Fort brought a more permanent Métis presence to McMurray, 

but also changed the nature of Métis home at Moccasin Flats. An anonymous participant told us, 

“When what is now Fort McMurray started becoming a Fort, some may have begun to stay all 

year round as they tried to adjust to the newcomer-enforced ways.”44 Here Clark elaborated to 

suggest that what was a more fluid Métis way of life, characterized by movement along the 

rivers throughout the seasons, became more permanent for some families.  

 The site was also important to other Indigenous peoples who may have frequented it 

seasonally. In 1899, Treaty 8 commissioners travelled through Fort McMurray and signed Treaty 

at the Snye with Indigenous peoples who frequented the area. Raphael Cree, the son of Chief 

Seapotakinum (Paul) Cree, one of two Chief signatories of Treaty 8 at Fort McMurray, recalled 

the signing of the Treaty at the Snye. In her generally settler-oriented history of Fort McMurray, 

Frances Jean wrote that Raphael Cree “told us he remembered the beautiful sunny day with all 

the canoes beached at the Snye and people from all over coming together while Father 

Lacombe translated for the government men”.45 Treaty annuity payments continued to be given 

to Treaty signatories at the Snye after 1899. 

 By the 1900s, a distinction emerged between the more permanent settlers in Fort 

McMurray, who tended to be Métis and from the 1920s began to move from traplines to the 

town, and the seasonal migrants who came to Fort McMurray during the summer from other 

Indigenous communities or to an increasingly lesser extent from their traplines to work, 

socialize, harvest, and get provisions. It was no coincidence that the Moccasin Flats settlement 

emerged, at that time, around the property of the Gordons, who were prominent European fur 

traders in the region, ran the local store, and adopted George Golosky, progenitor of one of the 

oldest and leading Métis families in Fort McMurray. The Gordons built also structures they 

                                                
43 Kenichi Matsui and Arthur J Ray, "Delimiting Métis Economic Communities in the Environs of Ft Mcmurray: A 
Preliminary Analysis Based on Hudson’s Bay Company Records," (Willow Springs Strategic Solutions Inc. on behalf 
of the Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935, 2014), 247. 
44 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
45 Frances K Jean, More Than Oil: Trappers, Traders & Settlers of Northern Alberta (Fort McMurray: City Centre 
Group, Inc., 2012. ), 9. 
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would rent out to Métis families who lived in Fort McMurray seasonally to work in various 

forms of wage employment.46 

 A Dominion Survey of lands in Fort McMurray was completed in 1910-1911, when most 

of the more permanent population in Fort McMurray was Métis (Figure 3).47 The 1910 survey 

shows that Bob Armit, whose descendants resided at Moccasin Flats, was a land owner in what 

is now downtown Fort McMurray. The survey shows the Métis presence in the area from the 

HBC Post through the Prairie to Waterways, as most of the families surveyed for land were 

Métis, including MacDonald, McKenzie, Golosky/Gordon, Armit, Manning, Saunderson, and Biggs 

(other families included in the survey may have also been Métis, but cannot be verified as such). 

 
Figure 3: Plan of McMurray Settlement, Dominion of Canada Survey, 191048 

  

 Since the latter half of the 1800s, until the evictions in the 1970s, river lots along the 

Athabasca and Clearwater Rivers remained the densest areas of Métis settlement.49 As stated in 

                                                
46 Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community," 
26. 
47 Ibid., 34. 
48 Reproduced from ibid., 118. 
49 Ibid., 24. 
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a study of the history of the McMurray Métis community, “The importance of the river and 

river-lot system as means of transportation, economic livelihood, and social integration cannot 

be overstated. Living near a navigable waterway was essential to access local trading posts, 

markets for fur and wood, neighbours’ homes, and more densely settled areas. As McMurray 

Métis community Elder Harvey Sykes put it, “the Athabasca River was our only road at one 

time.”50 Figure 4 shows dwelling along the river banks at Moccasin Flats in 1930, where Métis 

families often settled. 

 
Figure 4: A view of the Snye and Moccasin Flats dwellings (on river bend at left), 
193051 

 

                                                
50 Ibid., 25. 
51 P2007.164.1 - Fort McMurray, circa 1930. Credit Fort McMurray Historical Society (hereafter FMHS). 
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Table 3: Métis Family Names Registered in Fort McMurray in Census, Scrip, and 
Homestead Records52 

Atkinson Armit Biggs 

Bird Cardinal Clark 

Cook Eastman Flett 

Fontaine Golosky Gullion 

Houle Ladouceur Manning 

MacDonald  McKenzie McLeod 

Piche Quintalle Sanderson 

 

 Table 3 shows the names of Métis families who were recorded in census, scrip, and 

homestead records as residing in Fort McMurray between 1870-1930. Importantly, several of 

these surnames can be traced as having resided at Moccasin Flats in the 1970s. These families 

include Armit, MacDonald, Clark, and Boucher. Numerous other Métis families frequented Fort 

McMurray and Moccasin Flats, including the Loutitts, Shotts, Dragons, and Waniandys. While 

these lists of families are by no means complete, we present the limited information available to 

show the evidence of continuity between families present as early as 1870 and those who were 

evicted 100 years later. To trace the individuals who have historic and more contemporary ties 

to Moccasin Flats more thoroughly, we recommend a genealogical study of Moccasin Flats 

residents (see section 6).  Yet this section shows that Moccasin Flats was a seasonal area in the 

1800s that developed, over time, into an informal settlement, but again the precise timing is not 

clear. The remainder of this section depicts the everyday life and cultural significance of 

Moccasin Flats, as recalled by Elders in oral history interviews.  

2.2 A Community Home: Moccasin Flats as Métis territory, 1930s-1970s 

 All interview participants who remembered Moccasin Flats before the evictions described 

the area as a significant community space and home. As alluded to above, the significance of the 

                                                
52 Reproduced from Clark, O’Connor, and Fortna, "Fort Mcmurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing 
Métis Community," 32. 
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site was in part that it was a central meeting place for Indigenous community members and 

more permanent home for Métis families. Moccasin Flats thus became a significant center for 

the maintenance of Métis identity, connections to extended families, and relationships with place. 

In short, Moccasin Flats was a home. Through Elders’ stories, this section describes some of the 

families who frequented Moccasin Flats or lived there in all seasons and expands upon the 

cultural significance of seasonal rounds and sites of seasonal gathering. Building on section 2.1, 

this section makes a case that Moccasin Flats was an important site of Métis occupancy. 

 An Elder whose parents lived at Moccasin Flats permanently in the 1960s and 1970s 

recalled her neighbours: 

Arthur Boucher had a house there, built. Oh, and then a few steps down, oh yes, there 
was this old lady, what's her name? Desjarlais, I think her last name was. And then next 
to them was Mickey Patterson. He's still got family here [in Fort McMurray]. And my 
uncle, he stayed in MacKay, but he had a house there, he used to come and stay there 
sometime: Harvey. And then the old lady Boucher, Catherine Boucher. Yeah. That was 
along the river. And then there was Moccasin Flats, my mom stayed there, and then in 
the bushes there, there was Tourangeaus stayed there too. And that was it, that was the 
people. Oh, then later on, Freddie Boucher from MacKay, they built a house just 
below…Yes, this was all Indigenous people, mm-hmm.53 
 

This Elder describes Moccasin Flats as extending along the Snye River banks from the Athabasca 

River towards the Snye and extending back into the forest – the flats – inland from the banks. 

Another Elder who was born at Moccasin Flats, when his family moved there from the trapline 

in the summer, recalled that in the 1960s and 1970s, “Pat Shott and his wife, and Bobby Armit 

lived there. I think some of the Bouchers used to live there. Bouchers, the Cardinals, and I 

imagine it was some of the Powders that used to live down there also.” 54 Other Elders, 

including Almer Waniandy, recall more families who lived at Moccasin Flats:  

Oh, there was quite a few [families], there was the Bouchers, the Tourangeaus, the 
Paulines, the Cookies. We call them Cookies, but they were actually Campres. There was 
quite a few different people there. The Shotts. It was the Moccasin Flats, and quite a few 
trappers came and lived in there for years…55 
 

                                                
53 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2-3. 
54 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-CH03, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2-4. 
55 Almer Waniandy, interview by Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 
1-2. 
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Some of the families who lived at Moccasin Flats, as told to us by Elders and found in city 

records, are listed below in Table 4. This list should be read as factual but incomplete, as we do 

not have full records of all families who may have had permanent or semi-permanent homes 

along the Snye. Memories of Elders we draw on here do not reflect every family who would 

have called Moccasin Flats their home. Further, the records from the RMWB archives only list 

those families who lived at Moccasin Flats in 1978, when evictions were being planned – though 

by that time some families likely already moved on due to pressure from construction, industry, 

and the town (see section 4). 

 

Table 4: Heads of Household and Families Residing at Moccasin Flats, as recorded 
from oral history interviews and by Fort McMurray Board of Administrators in 
197856 

Pat and Maria Shott Ben Powder Cameron MacDonald  

Ron Currie Walter Malcom Fred Kreutzer 

Arthur Boucher Bob Armit Michell Gladu 

Baxter Gillingham Peter, Loretta, Jeff, and Maryanne 
Sluchinski Mickey Patterson 

Julie Lindstrom Harriet Folley Ed Cooper and Celina Harpe 

Desjarlais Catherine Boucher Tourangeau 

Freddie Boucher Harvey Boucher Campre 

Pauline Cardinal  

 

 An Elder recalled, when asked about the identity of families living in houses at Moccasin 

Flats:  “Yeah, okay, Pat—there was Pat Shott, there was Christine Gladu, there was Bobby and 

Tootsie Armit, oh, my goodness, because I can’t remember, but…No, I think they were all Métis 

or local, okay…But I don’t think so, I think it was all Métis.”57 When asked the same question 

about Fort McMurray more broadly, another Elder explained that 

[Fort McMurray] was 99 percent the Métis, because you got to remember the band 
here, right in Fort McKay didn’t have a road to McMurray. So, their only mode of 

                                                
56 Untitled Map, October 4, 1978, Tab D-31, Binder 4, p. 3, RMWB. 
57 Helen Roy, Mark of the Métis interview with Nonnie Roth, July 28, 2018, MT98, Other23-113, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 31. 
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transportation was the river and by boat. So, it was seasonal, and then in the wintertime 
when the skidoos came out it was skidoo, but prior to that it was dog team again. 
 

This Elder described how the majority of people in Fort McMurray were Métis, yet some 

families from Fort McKay came to town in the summer. Similarly, another Elder explained that, 

around 1960, 

there might have been some native families from Fort McKay or that came up because all 
the – all the natives in McKay used to come to McMurray every summer, and they would 
put tents all along the Snye, on the McMurray side. And there would be maybe 20, 30 tents 
all along the Snye set up there for all the natives. And they would come here, and some 
kids would go to school and stay here all summer.58 
 

Moccasin Flats was a primarily Métis settlement, but it was an invaluable gathering place for all 

Indigenous people in the Athabasca Region. Moccasin Flats was a place for people to make a 

home for a season or for life.  

 Elders told us that the strong community at Moccasin Flats was maintained due to close 

proximity of Métis families who lived there year-round, and the movement of families 

seasonally. In the summer, families from Fort McKay and further along the Athabasca River59 

would live at Moccasin Flats to harvest seasonally available plants and animals, to bring furs off 

the trapline to sell at the HBC post, and so their children could attend the St. John's or Peter 

Pond schools.60 An anonymous interview participant explained, “You know where the dike is? 

Used to be tents from there all the way to Waterways. People used to live along the river in 

summer time.”61 One Elder recalled that people from McKay and elsewhere would “set up their 

tents all along Moccasin Flats, down to the Snye, and stay all summer…Say about ten, twelve 

tents, all would be along the Snye. The city was small then. And then in the fall they'd all pack 

up and move back to McKay... most of them were trappers. They all had trap lines. And some 

of them would work at the…city service and Syncrude.”62 In the summer, residents of Moccasin 

                                                
58 Lorrie Gallagher, Interview with Dermot O’Connor and Jennifer Gerbrandt, March 3, 2016, Suncor CIA TLU 
2016-08 X06, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 3. 
59 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-CH03, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2-4. 
60 Almer Waniandy, interview by Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 
1-2. 
61 Anonymous interview participants, interview by Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-03,04-
CH39, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 53-54. 
62 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH03, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2. 
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Flats would work jobs on the river boats, in town at local stores or with the city, or in 

construction. An Elder recalled that, before the Grant McEwan Bridge was constructed, Pat 

Shott would often spend his summers running a boat service across the Athabasca River, 

transporting them back and forth.63  

 However, Métis people also lived in tents at Moccasin Flats. Neils Langevin, Pat Shott’s 

nephew, spent several years after his grandfather passed away in Fort McMurray. One of those 

years was spent living at Moccasin Flats. Neils described the dwellings at Moccasin Flats and 

their importance as follows: 

You’d see maybe 15, maybe 20 tents. And then there was the people that had their 
wooden structures uh, their small shacks, or whatever you want to call them: houses. 
To them it was their home. I kind of felt that about my tent. I was thinking, I parked my 
tent beside Uncle Pat's house, my little home. And I owned a piece of that riverbank 
too.64 
 

As Neils reminds us, outfitter tents used as seasonal camps are still home to those who live 

there. To those who lived there, they owned a small piece of land for a time and made it their 

home. This sense of land tenure differs from government-imposed land ownership. An 

anonymous participant explained further: “Indigenous peoples, or what settlers called squatters 

even though living off the land and setting up camp freely was an Indigenous way and the idea of 

land ownership and squatting was not a concept our people had known before yet suddenly 

forced to conform to someone else telling them were they could and could not live.”65 

There was also an economic motivation for some families who lived at Moccasin Flats. 

Neils Langevin described how the homes at Moccasin Flats were “not under the same 

classification that the government can charge you taxes for.”66 Another anonymous Elder 

explained that, “It was next to the river. And a lot of them couldn’t afford to get a place in 

town just for the summer. So that was their home where they could fish right off the Snye”67. 

                                                
63 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH03, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2. 
64 Neils Langevin, interview by Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 13, 2018, MF2018-08-CH09, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 13. 
65 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
66 Neils Langevin, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 13, 2018, MF2018-08-CH05, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
67 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-CH04, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 



 

MOCCASIN FLATS  32 

Thus, living at Moccasin Flats, as Indigenous families had always done, also made economic 

sense. 

Elder Lawrence Laboucane, former president of McMurray Métis Local 121, provided 

insight as to the perspective of a young man who spent time around Moccasin Flats when he 

was not on the trapline, sharing with us the excitement of coming to his home in town for 

holidays: 

We’d come out of the Boonies. Well it depends what time of year. Before Christmas, 
just a couple days before Christmas, that was one of the big times. And everybody 
would be coming out to take more or less the same time, because they didn't want to 
miss their Christmas, Christmas dinners and all this other stuff. And they had enough 
food that they’d be able to have their Christmas dinners or Christmas stuff. But then 
again it changed somewhat over the years because it got a little easier to get things, 
more things in the stores, more stores so... And uh, of course things got pricier but that 
was just part and parcel of, of what do you call it? There's a name there that says things 
get bigger and better... But we lived in the Boonies in the bush way up the track. And 
we were glad to come out when we did, especially when Santa Clause was coming.68 
 

Here Laboucane reminds us that families not only travelled to Fort McMurray in the summer 

time, but also spent holidays such as Christmas in town with their families.  

 Another anonymous Elder recalled a story from an old newspaper clipping she had 

collected: 

I used to save newspaper clippings, and this fellow, he used to live here. He had moved 
away. Then they interviewed him in the Today paper. The old folks, they lived along the 
Snye, and they come every summer in their tent. And this guy, he said, “Yes, I 
remember McMurray the way it used to be.” He said, “I'd walk down to the Snye and I’d 
see all these tents.” And then he said, “I'd hear this woman calling, Jigananny!” That was 
his nickname. “Come home now, it's suppertime!” He said, “I remember those days,” he 
said, “when all the people used to live in their tents.” It was all bush before, along the 
Snye, clean up to the school, there was no buildings or anything like that. It was all 
bushed.69 
 

This story of a woman calling to her husband to come home to their tent provides a sense of 

how small and close-knit the community that formed at Moccasin Flats was. Further, the Elder’s 

statement that Moccasin Flats was “all bush” indicates that Métis families were able to live 

                                                
68 Lawrence Laboucane, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, August 9, 2018, MF2018-11-CH05, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7. 
69 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH14, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7. 
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relatively freely and practice traditional ways of life until expansions of Fort McMurray in the 

1970s. 

The fluctuation of families at Moccasin Flats through the seasons maintained connections 

between the Métis community across huge distances, as many extended families would be 

separated for seasons at a time due to the availability of work and resources. Other Elders we 

interviewed all shared this sentiment. They described how, even though there were different 

areas in Fort McMurray at the time – Waterways, Prairie Corner, Moccasin Flats – everyone 

was connected because the place was small. Almer Waniandy stated that “We were always 

seeing each other [at stores, travelling, at school], so we all knew each other. In Fort McMurray 

everybody knew each other. We got along pretty good.”70 Many Elders recalled joyful 

memories of living at Moccasin Flats, where “everybody got along”.71 At Moccasin Flats, Elders 

we interviewed similarly recalled a strong neighbourly spirit. Steve Shott explained that 

neighbours would share food and visit:  

There was always a little bit of “Well I have some of this, do you want [some]?” You 
know, “I just come back from the trap line, I got a pale of cranberries.” My mom, at the 
end she was always the cook, and that’s where all the kids were [at her house]. So, it 
just, you know, whatever they call that: community trading, household to household.72 
 

Food was not the only thing shared amongst the Moccasin Flats community. As a gathering place, 

Moccasin Flats was a place where communities could maintain and strengthen relationships, and 

where stories could be passed across generations. Almer Waniandy told us there were a lot of 

people living at the Snye relative to the population of Fort McMurray at the time. He stated that  

[Moccasin Flats and the Snye] were where you met a lot of people, a lot of Elders. They 
had stories to tell, just like everybody else, and they got along. I mean when they got 
along well was when they came up and they’d visit other people. My mother and father 
knew quite a few of those people and they all seemed to get along very well. They'd come 
together as one big bunch, happy families. But those days are gone.73 
 

                                                
70 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 1-2. See also Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, 
MF2018-13-CH03, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2-4. 
71 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH03, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 2. 
72 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-CH05, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 3-4. 
73 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 1-2. 
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This visiting with Elders and sharing stories was an important means of transmitting Indigenous 

knowledge across generations. Further, other community members have told us that Moccasin 

Flats was a central location where Métis trappers from along the Athabasca River would meet 

and share knowledge. Through this sharing of stories regarding environmental change, water 

levels, or animal patterns in their trapline areas, Métis community members were able to gain a 

regional understanding of the environment in what is now the RMWB.74 This sharing may more 

accurately be labelled as a collective means of forming traditional knowledge and carrying on 

traditional means of respecting the land and its human and nonhuman inhabitants. 

 Cameron MacDonald also had a home at Moccasin Flats. As the great, great grandson of 

John McDonald, who worked for the HBC and settled at MacDonald Island, Cameron 

MacDonald’s family history in the area dates back to the 1800s. He described to us that John 

McDonald’s homestead was across the Snye from Moccasin Flats: “He had a homestead there. I 

remember that place. He used to have a barn, a couple of cows, some horses and then the 

Loutitts moved in there and I don’t know who else.”75 Here MacDonald explains that there 

were many families who frequented the island, living there seasonally for years, or on a year-

round basis. Like the families who lived at Moccasin Flats, many of these families were Métis. 

Moreover, people who lived on MacDonald Island were closely connected to Moccasin Flats 

residents. Elders explained that people would often travel across the Snye to visit, cut wood, 

hunt, gather plants, or trap. Like Moccasin Flats, MacDonald Island also served as a dwelling 

area for families coming to town for trade and harvesting seasonally, and later, in the 1970s, as 

an area in which families without a place to live set up their homes along the west side of the 

island in what Steve Shott described as a “tent city”.76   

 Like MacDonald Island, Moccasin Flats also served as a refuge for families attempting to 

escape urbanization of Fort McMurray in the 1960s and 1970s. Many Métis families were forced 

from their homes in other areas of downtown Fort McMurray before the final evictions at 

Moccasin Flats. These families would have dispersed to other areas in Fort McMurray or to 

                                                
74 Tara Joly, "Making Productive Land: Utility, Encounter, and Oil Sands Reclamation in Northeastern Alberta, 
Canada" (University of Aberdeen, 2017), 116. 
75 Cameron MacDonald, interview by Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-Other-MacIsland-12, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 8-9. 
76 Steve Shott, interview by Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-FH&I03-CH05, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 2-3. 
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other cities, but some also made their home at Moccasin Flats – either permanently or until 

they secured other housing.  

 

Figure 5: Map of Fort McMurray from 1959 (note tipi at Moccasin Flats)77 

                                                
77 J.B. Underwood, “Tentative Plan showing Survey of COT 108 B-71, R.L. 27 and COT 107-B-71, R.L.2 – 
McMurray, 1959, GR1971.0080.0096.1598.0002-2, PAA. 
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 In conclusion, oral history tells us that Moccasin Flats was a significant site of occupancy 

and a central location for maintaining a sense of community, shared identity, and way of life for 

Métis people. As a gathering place, Moccasin Flats facilitated the formation and strengthening of 

relationships between families, and the carrying forwards of traditional knowledge and oral 

history. \ Moccasin Flats was seen as a home for the Métis community and other people who 

lived there, defying settler conceptions of ‘ownership’. Yet due to a lack of records for informal 

settlements in written archives, Moccasin Flats does not often appear in many records. However, 

a map from 1959 (Figure 5) shows a small hand-drawn tipi in the location of Moccasin Flats. This 

small marker shows that, even if the area was often disregarded by written records, it was a 

known gathering place that held importance for the local community. 

2.3 “We grew up with tradition”: Moccasin Flats and Métis land use, 1930s-1970s 

When asked what it was like growing up in Moccasin Flats, Steve Shott replied: 

Oh, I enjoyed it. It was like we were on the edge of the world. We grew up with 
tradition, and you know, we were right by the water, so we could get in the water to go 
to our trapline across the river on the Clearwater Banks. Me and all the young people 
growing up around there, we trapped right there along the banks of the Snye, and then 
heading to Mac Island. The younger part of my life is mostly you know, outdoors stuff. 
And it was a nice little place. It's not like the place we have today.78 
 

Here Shott refers to the relative remoteness of Moccasin Flats and its ability to support 

harvesting practices, either at the site itself or by providing easy access to his family’s trapline. 

As a home for Métis people, or a central Métis space, Moccasin Flats was inevitably also an 

important centre for constitutional rights to traditional land use. These land uses, including 

hunting, trapping, fishing, gathering plants, and ceremonial practices, are fundamental to 

reproducing a Métis way of life, culture, and family relationships. Referring to traditional land 

uses at Moccasin Flats, another Elder stated that “we used to do everything down there.”79 In 

other words, Moccasin Flats was a central area that afforded the ability for Métis peoples the 

opportunity to practice a way of life that revolved around maintaining connections to a healthy 

environment, harvesting practices, and freedom of movement. This section describes some of 

                                                
78 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10, CH-02, p. 1, CKK. 
79 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
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the activities that Elders remember practicing at Moccasin Flats, including gathering water, 

fishing, trapping, hunting, drying meat, berry picking, and tending gardens. 

 Elders we interviewed told us about the significance of the environment around 

Moccasin Flats and at the site itself. An Elder who spent her childhood and teenage years at 

Moccasin Flats told us that the area “was all bush before” (Figure 6).80  She said that in the 1960s 

and early 1970s, “The river was okay then, before the [oil sands] plants were here. 'Cause I 

remember, when you used to be able to drink from the river. In wintertime, my brothers, that 

was their job to make a hole in the ice and get water. Now you can’t drink that water.” 81 

Other interview participants echoed this sentiment, including Neils Langevin who stated that 

before the dike was built to MacDonald Island, “clear water ran into that Snye and then came 

out”.82 

 

Figure 6: View of the Snye River and Fort McMurray showing Moccasin Flats83 

                                                
80 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
81 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
82 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 7-8. 
83 “Taken from the air showing the junction of the Snye with the Athabasca River,” n/d, PR1970.0302.0005, PAA. 
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 The clean water supported a host of wildlife, including fish, clams, muskrat, and beavers. 

Almer Waniandy told us: 

For fishing wise in Fort McMurray, the Athabasca and all that used to be so nice to fish 
in. I recall years ago I used to go down to the Snye, we called it Snye Point. The point of 
the Snye where the Clearwater come into the Snye. There you’d fish and there’d be so 
much good fish and everything. We seen lots of beaver, we seen lots of rats – muskrats. 
Now you don’t, can’t even find a muskrat. You can’t even find a robin. I mean the robins 
used to be so plentiful there. Those little clams, they got clams out there in McMurray, 
but they used to be all along the Snye Point. There used to be a sand bar there, and they 
used to be there all the time. Every time the dredge went down, and they dredged that 
water out so that boats could make it through, just plentiful clams. So, the fish was 
good, the clams, and the muskrats, and all that. I seen all that when I was a kid. It was 
nothing to go down there and see all these frogs running around the side of the shore 
there, it’s just unbelievable.84  
 

As Waniandy described here, the environment at Moccasin Flats and the Snye was healthy and 

abundant with wildlife. Elders stated that not only was this healthy environment important for 

subsistence, such as harvesting fish or collecting drinking water, but it also contributed to a 

sense of place. Elders told us that they felt at home with the sights, smells, and sounds of 

certain animals that frequented the area at the time. Inevitably, these narratives of home were 

often followed by statements like Waniandy’s about loss and change. 

 Many Elders we spoke to were children when they lived at Moccasin Flats. They 

remember using the area and the Snye for a host of recreational activities such as swimming in 

the summertime or skating in the winter. Before the dike was built, Elders including Neils 

Langevin remember diving off the pontoons of float planes that would land in the Snye, or 

swimming across the Snye to MacDonald Island.85 Almer Waniandy stated that, “We used to 

have the planes come there, and they used to tie up. They had three docks there. We’d dive off 

the dock, we'd swim dock to dock”86 (see Figure 7). Almer also remembers working with 

                                                
84 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH14, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 10. 
85 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-CH05, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 7-8. 
86 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH14, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 10. 
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friends to clear snow off the ice in the winter to create a hockey rink and playing with home-

made equipment and a tin can for a puck.87  

 
Figure 7: An Aerial View of the Snye with Float Planes, 1962.88 

 

 The Snye River was at that time an important fishing spot. A Métis Elder who was born 

at the Snye stated that, for Moccasin Flats residents, “that was their home where they could, 

you know, fish right off the banks. At the time the Snye wasn’t blocked by a dike, so it was wide 

open”.89 This Elder explains that the sense of home for Moccasin Flats residents was entangled 

with their ability to fish freely and practice a Métis way of life. Fishing was an important activity 

not only for feeding families in the winter, but also to feed dog teams that were a primary 

means of transportation for trappers and land users in the winter. In interviews, others 

reminded us that fish populations in the Snye, Athabasca, and Clearwater rivers have declined in 

                                                
87 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH14, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 10. 
88 Terry Garvin Collection, FMHS. 
89 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-CH04, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
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recent years, and, correspondingly, that the construction of the dike and industry impacted the 

quality and quantity of the water in the Snye (see section 3.1).90 In our work with McMurray 

Métis, we often hear that the dike “killed” the Snye, or that the Snye is “dead”,91 suggesting that 

its health has declined so significantly as to seriously impact biodiversity and render a Métis way 

of life difficult or impossible to sustain. 

 Moccasin Flats, due to its location at the confluence of two rivers, allowed for easy 

access to traplines (Figure 8 & 9). Many Métis trappers, as outlined above, made their home 

seasonally at Moccasin Flats and along the Snye and could access lines along the Athabasca or 

Clearwater rivers by boat or dog team. The land use and occupancy of the Moccasin Flats 

families, including the Shotts, Powders, and MacDonalds, blankets government trapline maps 

dating to the 1950s. Many of the people we found to have lived at Moccasin Flats either held 

directly or were connected to family traplines in the Fort McMurray area recorded on 

government maps dating at least to the 1950s and far earlier. Pat Shott inherited RFMA 1582 

from his father Joe Shott and junior trapper Michael Cardinal. Celina Harpe and Ed Cooper had 

family connections to RFMA 2125. Walter MacDonald and Tom Tourangeau held RFMA 2453. 

William and Walter Malcolm held RFMA 1387 and 1364. Michael Gladue held RFMA 2317 with 

James Powder. Ben Powder was connected to RFMA 2317. Joe Cookie (Campre) held RFMA 

1351. Celina Harpe was connected to RFMA 1486 which was held by Edward Harpe and Fred 

A. MacDonald. The MacDonald family held RFMA 2010, 2233, 1496, and 2297. These traplines 

were not only areas in which families made a living by trapping fur-bearing animals but were 

also key Métis spaces where families could practice a Métis way of life.92 They afforded a host of 

other land uses, including gathering plants, hunting, processing furs and meat, fishing, and 

ceremonial practices. Steve Shott told us as well that he used to set traps right near their 

home. Steve recalls that his family would set snares for rabbits and foxes where River Park 

                                                
90 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 1-2; Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 
2018, MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
91 Interview, MRP TLU 2017-09 TX38-13, McMurray Métis CKK.  
92 Hugh Brody, Maps and Dreams: Indians and the British Columbia Frontier (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1981), 
34; Joly, "Making Productive Land: Utility, Encounter, and Oil Sands Reclamation in Northeastern Alberta, Canada," 
82-118. 
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Glen is today, which was a forested area during his childhood.93 Other Elders also recalled 

setting snares for rabbits on MacDonald Island before it was developed.94 

 

Figure 8: Trapline map showing Métis traplines around Moccasin Flats, 195795 

 

                                                
93 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 1. 
94 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
95 Registered Traplines in the Fort McMurray area, sheet 74-D-NW, 1957, GR1990.0377.0207, PAA. 
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Figure 9: Moccasin Flats Historical Land Use 

  

Interview participants also remembered that Moccasin Flats served as a center for 

hunting moose and deer in the nearby forests. One Elder recalled that her brothers and their 

friends would travel during open seasons by boat or Ski-Doo from Moccasin Flats to “go 

hunting, and [they would] kill the moose and bring meat back home [to Moccasin Flats] and 

share with all the other friends. They were free to ski-doo and go for a boat ride.”96 The same 

Elder recalled that once the meat was returned home, her father would build a smoking rack in 

their yard at Moccasin Flats. Her mother would set a fire to make dry meat, smoking meat 

including moose, deer, and fish.97 The process of harvesting animals and plants, importantly, is 

                                                
96 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP11, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5-6. 
97 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
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not solely about the act of killing an animal or picking a plant, but rather includes the practice of 

preparing for the harvest and processing the results – acts which ties families and communities 

together. These activities also require freedom of movement across the landscape and freedom 

to, for example, set a fire in a family’s yard. As Elders articulated, these freedoms were all 

available at Moccasin Flats. 

 Berry picking was also a major harvesting activity in the late summer and autumn at 

Moccasin Flats. Elders recalled that they would pick berries at the Snye or on MacDonald 

Island, and often would travel to nearby berry patches.98 An Elder who grew up at Moccasin 

Flats remembered walking from her home to what is now Abasand: “that’s where our 

blueberry patch was. There was no Abasand before. Or you’d go by boat along the river and 

we’d find cranberries there”.99 She continued, “We’d go berry picking all the time. And then 

there was people living just below Suncor in their tents in the summer that they worked at the 

camp, and we’d go by boat and camp with them there for the summer. Berry picking 

and…Used to be nice.”100 Two anonymous Elders who lived in a house at Moccasin Flats, recall 

sometimes selling berries to travellers who arrived in Fort McMurray by boat or train.101 In 

addition to these activities, some residents of Moccasin Flats also raised large gardens which 

provided for their families through the winter.102 

 In short, Moccasin Flats was a place in which Métis community members could freely 

practice their land use rights. At home in Moccasin Flats, families could hunt, trap, fish, gather 

plants, and maintain relationships with the land. They could maintain cultural practices and land 

use rights which relied on uninhibited access to a land base and the ability to process meat and 

food plants at home. Allowing for Métis community members to undertake their harvesting 

practices, Moccasin Flats was a place where they could maintain and renew their cultural way of 

life that relied on living off the land.

                                                
98 E.g., Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-CH02, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 1. 
99 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-CH16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
100 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP11, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5-6. 
101 Anonymous interview participants, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-
03,04-CH39, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 53-54. 
102 Neils Langevin, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 13, 2018, MF2018-08-CH27, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 34. 
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3. Construction and Infrastructure Projects at the Snye River 

 Moccasin Flats spanned what are now Fort McMurray's River Lot 5, and Clearwater Drive 

municipal road allowance. This section details the development pressure on Snye residents, 

which stemmed from several infrastructure projects. First, in 1964, the Town built a dike across 

to MacDonald Island. In 1975 the town sought to build a sewer line through Moccasin Flats and 

evict its residents. In 1979 Northward Developments Ltd. built the River Park Glen housing 

complex. Between 1979 and 1981, the Town evicted the Moccasin Flats residents. 

3.1 Snye Dike 

 Moccasin Flats began to be changed by construction and infrastructure in the mid 1960s 

when the city built a dike between Moccasin Flats and MacDonald Island. The dike cut off the 

Snye from the Athabasca river and prevented water from flowing through the Snye. The Town 

built the Snye dike to help prevent flooding during spring runoff, but also to qualify for New 

Town status, which gave Fort McMurray access to additional provincial funding.103  

 Prior to the dike, MacDonald island was an island at the centre of the confluence of the 

two rivers. When water levels were higher in either the Clearwater or Athabasca Rivers, the 

Snye would switch directions and the water from one river would cross over and flow down 

the other. Ernie Michael a McMurray Métis Elder interviewed in 2009 explained:  

You see the river, the big raise in the Athabasca, by the water just come 
shooting this side in to the Clearwater. Now a great big rain storm in the 
east, that Clearwater just come flooding down, comes in this side and 
hits it and right out the other side. Goes back and forth, eh. Nobody 
dredged it or nothing, it was the main channel. It was just an island in the 
main channel.104 
 

Neils Langevan told us that before the town built the dike, the Snye was an important place: 

Well, big time, it was- a lot of them fished. You know, the, the fish right 
around the mouth of the river there. Swimming, bathing, whatever, was 
right there at the river. But I think, like even uncle Pat, a lot of 'em skiffed 
their boats, their skiffed boats. They're a smaller version of a, like a river 
boat, flat bottom boat for hauling supplies up to their trap lines and stuff 
like that. And uh, not the fiberglass. There used to be, there used to be 

                                                
103 Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Cultural Heritage Study: Downtown Fort McMurray and Waterways 
(2016), p. 23, Binder 5, Tab E-4, RMWB. 
104 Therese & Ernie Michael, MT14&15, WA22-42, p. 42-34, CKK. 
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boats there all the time in the summer time parked. And anybody that 
came off trap lines uh, they'd come up the river and tie off their, you'd 
see 15, 20, sometimes 30 boats parked there, flat bottom boats or the 
trappers bringing their, the stuff up.105 
 

The Elders told us that the dike killed the Snye and should never have been built. By cutting off 

water flow, the water levels in the Snye have dropped and the remaining water has stagnated 

and filled with silt. It cut off boat access to the Athabasca River, forcing people to go around 

MacDonald Island, down the Clearwater River, and then to the Athabasca.106  

 The Elders told us that the Town should have built a bridge.107 One Elder we spoke with 

told us that Claire Peden, the Mayor of Fort McMurray 1961-65, initially opposed the dike. But, 

the town decided that it could not afford the cost of building a bridge and so decided to build a 

dike with two big 24-foot culverts. At the last minute, the builder instead put in two 24-inch 

culverts. A fraction of the size and hopelessly inadequate, they were promptly dammed by 

muskrats, and then filled in by the Town, completely cutting off the Snye from the Athabasca.108  

3.2 Housing in Fort McMurray and Provincial Investment 

 The construction of Syncrude, expansion of GCOS, and the exploration for other 

projects caused an explosion in Fort McMurray’s population. Before GCOS, the population was 

around 1000 people. By 1972 it had grown to 8,148. In 1972, Fort McMurray published a 

general plan to address housing and population growth. The report stated that the Town was 

planning for an increase in population to 15,200 people at the high end of the growth forecast, 

but that it already had zero per cent vacancy.109 However, following the 1973 energy crisis and 

the approval of Syncrude, the population of the Town exploded. By 1978 it had tripled, reaching 

24,580.110  

 

                                                
105 Nels Langevan, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 13, 2018, MF2018-08, C&I-12, p. 16, CKK. 
106 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10, C&I-06, p. 4, CKK; 
Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, MF2018-02, 
C&I-17, p. 8-9, CKK; Anonymous participants, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, 
MF2018-03-04, C&I-06, p. 12-13, CKK. 
107 Cameron MacDonald, interview by Hereward Longley, August 16, 2018, MF2018-12, C&I-13, p. 9, CKK. 
108 Ernie Ray Michael, TECTLU2014-09, X09-42, CKK. 
109 A.E. Gordichuk, W.H. Jackson, and G.B. Samuel, "New Town of Fort Mcmurray General Plan," (Alberta: 
Provincial Planning Branch Department of Minicipal Affairs,, 1972). 87.365, Box 1, PAA. 
110 Doug Tattrie, “Syncrude marks 5th anniversary,” Fort McMurray Today, September 15, 1983. 
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 In July 1975, the Alberta Housing Corporation (AHC), a Crown corporation, signed an 

agreement with the New Town of Fort McMurray to housing in Beacon Hill, Gregoire Mobile 

Home Park, Mackenzie Industrial Park, Thickwood Heights subdivision and Area 1. Yurko said: 

“I don’t believe there is another town or city in Canada where the provincial government will 

have as large a per capita investment in terms of money as the Alberta Government will have in 

the town of Fort McMurray.” AHC president Phil Dowling said: “we are building a great 

Northern City together.” The release emphasized that the AHC’s mandate was to provide 

housing for low- and middle-income families in the province, and this was why they were 

investing in Fort McMurray.” The New Town of Fort McMurray had requested the assistance of 

the provincial government. To accommodate the rising population in Fort McMurray (Table 6), 

the release stated that the AHC planned to spend $63.3 million by 1976.111 Through the 

Alberta Housing Corporation, the provincial government helped Northward (a subsidiary 

company of Syncrude) to fund the construction of the River Park Glen housing project and 

other housing developments in the new subdivisions of Fort McMurray with a series of 

guaranteed loans. The documents we have that outline these loans show a number of different 

figures from 1975-76. At a November 1975 meeting, the AHC voted to give Northward $6.3 

million “For a 156-unit condominium townhouse in the new Town of Fort McMurray.”112 In 

1976, the AHC increased its loan guarantees to Northward from $30 million to $50 million.113 

In April 1977, Bill Yurko, Minister of Housing and Public Works announced that the Alberta 

Home Mortgage Corporation (AHMC) announced a $20.2 million loan to Northward to build 

the River Park Glen complex. The press release boasted of all the modern amenities and 

conveniences of the new complex: balconies, leisure centre, television, swimming pools, saunas 

and day care.114 

 In April 1976, before the sale of River Lot 5 to Northward the Fort McMurray Planning 

Team advised the Town Manager to reject the River Park Glen Project: “After objective 

                                                
111 Government of Alberta News Release: “Fort McMurray town board signed development agreement with 
Alberta Housing Corporation,” July 23, 1975, PR1979.94, Box 6, file “Dpt. Housing 1975,” PAA. 
112 Alberta Housing Corporation meeting minutes, November 17, 1975, PR1979.94, Box 5, file AHC minutes 1975 
#3-10, PAA. 
113 Alberta Housing Corporation meeting minutes, December 2, 1976, PR1979.94, Box 5, File “AHC minutes 1976 
#1-10,” PAA. 
114 Government of Alberta News Release: “AHMC approves loan for over 20 million dollars to Northward 
Developments in Fort McMurray,” April 14, 1977, PR1979.94, Box 6, file “Dpt. Housing 1976-77, PAA. 
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consideration it is believed the project should be rejected. Our finds [sic] are based on social, 

physical, economic and environmental cost;…the cost of this project to the established 

community outweighs the intended benefits.”115  

 

Table 5: Fort McMurray’s population from 1950-1980116  

Year Fort McMurray Population 

1950 1000 

1960 1110 

1970 6132 

1980 27,784 

 

3.3 Sewer Line Negotiations with the Métis Association of Alberta 

 The conflict between the families living at the Snye and the New Town of Fort McMurray 

began in 1975, when the Town tried to build a sewer line through the Clearwater Drive road 

allowance.117 The sewer line would have evicted the families who had lived on the bank of the 

Snye for decades. In the dispute between the Moccasin Flats families and the Town, Fort 

McMurray Métis Local 121 and the Métis Association of Alberta fought for the rights of the 

Moccasin Flats families.   

 The Moccasin Flats conflict coincided with an increasing formalization of the town 

administration. On 17 September 1975, Mayor Chuck Knight was appointed first full-time chair 

of Fort McMurray’s Board of Administrators. He was paid CDN$20,000 per year plus a 

                                                
115 Terry V. Langis to David Jones, April 30, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-28, p. 80, Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo 
(hereafter RMWB). 
116 Alberta Department of Municipal Affairs. 2018-03-23. “Municipal Census and Population Lists”. Accessed Sept. 
17, 2018 from http://municipalaffairs.gov.ab.ca/mc_official_populations. 
117 Housing disputes between Fort McMurray and Métis people go back further, but more research is necessary to 
determine the origins and extent. For instance, a January 1975 Fort McMurray Today article reported on proposed 
picketing by Métis Local 121 secretary Mrs. John Gladu, concerned that Métis families were to be left out of the 
new Beacon Hill Housing project. “Metis defer planned picketing,” Fort McMurray Today, January 19, 1975. 
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CDN$10,000 per year expense account. Before his election, Mayor Knight worked in public 

relations for Great Canadian Oil Sands Ltd.118  

 
Figure 10: Sewer line plans showing “Buildings to be Removed.” 

  

 In October 1975, Ambrose Laboucane, president of the Métis Alberta of Association 

(MAA), threatened that if the either the provincial or federal government could not come up 

with a suitable housing alternative for the families that were to be evicted from the Snye, they 

would set up camp on the grounds of the Alberta Legislature in Edmonton, saying “I don’t think 

the premier [Peter Lougheed] will take kindly to having cooking fires lit on that lawn.”119 

Despite the promises of a housing program, under an agreement signed in March 1974 by the 

federal and provincial governments involving the Alberta Housing Corporation (AHC), and the 

Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), no Indigenous housing had been built in 

                                                
118 “Knight named town’s full-time chairman,” Fort McMurray Today, September 17, 1975. 
119 Peter Young, “Native leader warns: Metis may camp on Legislative grounds,” Fort McMurray Today, October 2, 
1975. 
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1975. Laboucane also stated that the MAA supported a caveat by the Northern Alberta Isolated 

Settlements claiming vast areas of northern Alberta, including much of the oil sands region, and 

would pursue their own claims, inspired by the recently signed James Bay and Northern 

Quebec Agreement (JBNQA). 

 In October 1975 Lawrence Laboucane, president of the Fort McMurray Métis Local 121, 

said the town “just went ahead and made plans to relocate the squatters. Nobody is paying the 

people at the Snye any heed, and that just isn’t right.” Fort McMurray Today reported that the 

MAA stated that they had a commitment of $402,000 from the CMHC and $200,000 from the 

AHC for Indigenous housing, but that the province did not have funding for relocating Snye 

residents. Laboucane also stated that if people were to be moved, there was still a large amount 

of land available at the Snye they could settle on.120 Fort McMurray Today reported that the 

provincial government had agreed to pay for relocating the Snye families. Bill Yurko, the 

Minister of Housing, and Bob Bogle, the Minister without portfolio responsible for Native 

Affairs, would tour the Snye with Ambrose Laboucane. The Snye residents expressed 

frustration with the announcement that the town was planning to evict them. Pat Shott, owner 

of the biggest house on the Snye said that the town had not discussed the proposed relocation 

with him outside the public announcement. While many residents had lived on the banks of the 

Snye for generations, some had moved there after being forced out of the town by 

development. One Métis Elder, Alice Armit, had been a resident of Fort McMurray for over 60 

years. She and her trapper husband moved to the bank of the Snye in 1970 when their house 

was demolished to make way for the Peter Pond shopping centre. She told Fort McMurray 

Today, “I’m sick and tired of it and I’m not the only one. I won’t be pushed any further. At our 

age we don’t want to be relocated and have to start all over again.” She also stated that, as they 

did not have much money, or a car, they did not want to be relocated far out of town, which 

would make it difficult for them to shop and access the river.121 

 By November, the province had not made any progress resolving Métis housing issues in 

Fort McMurray. In response, Ambrose Laboucane pulled the MAA out of the Alberta Native 

Development Corporation (ANDCO), a federally and provincially funded agency, stating that 

the agency had wasted time and money, and had not produced any housing for Métis families. 

                                                
120 “‘Relocation last resort:’ for Snye families,” Fort McMurray Today, October 28, 1975. 
121 Peter Young, “Province to pay for Snye residents’ move,” Fort McMurray Today, October 29, 1975. 



 

MOCCASIN FLATS  50 

Further, the Alberta government had refused to provide housing for Métis families outside the 

remit of the agency. Laboucane tasked the MAA lawyers with placing a caveat on the land 

sought for the town sewer line expansion and proposed that the town buy an easement 

through River Lot 5 to build the line. Laboucane told the press that the Snye families were “in 

danger of becoming social casualties.” He said that the Snye had “for generations been a 

camping and trading area for the native people before the founding of what is now called Fort 

McMurray. If moved, [the people’s] traditional life styles will be interrupted without any 

possibility of being replaced in the immediate vicinity.”122  

 The Métis Association of Alberta submitted a report to the New Town of Fort McMurray 

and the provincial government suggesting an “Alternate Plan for Snye Residents.” The report 

stated that the Snye was an historical Indigenous seasonal and permanent settlement that 

predated living memory and the creation of the Town of Fort McMurray. It stated that the Snye 

residents completely rejected being relocated by the sewer line, and instead proposed that the 

Town expropriate an easement of River Lot 5 to build it. It stressed the cultural and economic 

impacts the Snye families would endure if their homes were confiscated. The report 

recommended that the Clearwater Drive road allowance be surveyed into lots and the land 

given to the Snye residents. It stated that the Métis Association and Métis Local 121 would 

ensure the upkeep of the Snye houses to “offset the complaint that shacks would be an eyesore 

in a Twentieth Century community.” The report concluded that by following these 

recommendations “the Snye residents will be integrated into the community of Fort McMurray, 

without suffering the ignominy which so often has befallen our people.”123 

 On 7 November 1975 the Town Board of Administrators, the provincial government, the 

Alberta Housing Corporation, the Métis Association of Alberta, and Métis Local 121 met in 

Fort McMurray to discuss the eviction of the Moccasin Flats families. The Métis representatives 

were Lawrence Laboucane (Métis Local 121), Ambrose Laboucane (MAA), and Harry Daniels. 

Bill Yurko, the Minister Housing and Public Works, confirmed that the Clearwater Drive road 

allowance was indeed Town land, and that the Department of the Environment had approved 

the town’s proposed installation of sewer lines. The provincial government also agreed to pay 

                                                
122 Peter Young, “Caveat sought to keep Metis on Crown land near Snye,” Fort McMurray Today, November 6, 
1975. 
123 Métis Association of Alberta, “Alternate Plan for Snye Residents,” presented to W. Yurko, November 7, 1975, 
Tab A-1, Binder 1, RMWB. 
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for the Town to purchase eleven trailers for relocation of the Snye families. He told the Town 

Board of Administrators that it would be the Town’s responsibility to do the relocation. When 

the floor turned to the Métis representatives, Harry Daniels asked the Town and government 

to recognize the Aboriginal rights of the Snye families. He said that the families had never been 

consulted about their land. The land currently occupied by the Snye families was just a small 

remaining piece of the land they originally held. He called on the provincial government to grant 

the land to the people part of its moral obligation. He asked the provincial government to 

improve the lives and living conditions of the Snye families. The Métis representatives told the 

meeting that if the Town were to evict the families, it would have to transfer ownership of new 

land to the families. Daniels offered that the MAA would pay to modernize the Snye with 

services and asked that an Indigenous person be included in future meetings about the Snye. Mr. 

W. Gendreau, a Town Board Member, told the meeting that the Métis should have the right to 

remain, and questioned why the Métis land issue was not addressed before the general plans for 

the Town were drafted.  

 After the Métis representatives left, Bill Yurko told the Town Board of Administrators 

that the provincial government would pay for the housing and the move but would not get 

involved in the issue of land. He told the Board that the Town had the power to grant land 

tenure or rights to the Snye families, if it chose to do so, and that the provincial government 

would expedite this process. The provincial government’s statement that the Town did have 

the power to grant land to the Moccasin Flats families contradicts what Town representatives 

later told the Snye families when they finally evicted them — that the Town did not have the 

power to give them land.124 

 The Métis families the Town sought to evict from the Snye found little support from the 

settler community in Fort McMurray. An opinion piece in Fort McMurray Today, written by a 

woman named only as Cassandra, suggested that the town should have had better foresight into 

the potential problems with people living on the location for the proposed sewer line. She 

wrote: “the metis [sic] families will have to be moved. It’s a shame and very unfortunate that 

through no fault of their own they are in this position. But we can't afford to wait much 

                                                
124 Meeting between the Board of Administrators, the Provincial Government, and Alberta Housing Corporation, 
November 7, 1975, Binder 1, Tab D-2, p. 26-31, RMWB. 
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longer.” “With all due respect to our native friends,” she continued, “the town board must 

consider the good of the majority and get things moving again immediately.”125 

3.4 Purchasing of Easement to build the Sewer Line 

 Although the Town identified the municipal sewer line as the reason for trying to evict 

the Moccasin Flats families, Town Board minutes show that Syncrude and Northward 

Developments Ltd. had been working with Douglas Bodie of Fort McMurray Land 

Developments Ltd., the owner of River Lot 5, since at least 1973, to sell River Lot 5 to 

Northward to build a housing and retail complex for Syncrude. As Bodie stated to the Board of 

Administrators in May 1975, “something was going to be done in relocating the squatters from 

the area next to the Snye.”126 Following the 1975 meeting, to resolve the issue of the sewer 

line, the New Town of Fort McMurray expropriated an easement from River Lot 5 after the 

Moccasin Flats residents refused to leave.  

 The public documents we have consulted to prepare this report do not paint a complete 

picture of the role of Northward Development Ltd. (Syncrude) in the eviction of the Moccasin 

Flats residents, but we found evidence that Northward appealed to the provincial government 

to evict the Moccasin Flats families from the Clearwater Drive road allowance. In a reply from 

Bob Bogle, Minister without portfolio responsible for Native Affairs, to J.P.C. Elson, Vice 

President of Northward, reprimanded Northward for requesting an eviction. Bogle wrote: 

Inasmuch as the intent of the above cited letter dictated toward some form of eviction 
of the present inhabitants in and around the road plan to the Snye River… It should be 
understood by all parties involved, that I, as Provincial Minister Responsible for Native 
Affairs, do no, and will not support any form of forceful eviction, of the inhabitants of 
the area in and around the Snye River…127 
 

This letter suggests that Northward Developments sought the eviction of the Snye residents. In 

a letter to Northward, Town lawyer Michael Welsh wrote that “we concur with the concerns 

which you express in your letter to the Honourable Mr. B. Bogle, Minister Responsible for 

Native Affairs, in that it appears that a number of parties are being adversely affected by the 

                                                
125 “One woman’s opinion: by Cassandra,” Fort McMurray Today, November 13, 1975. 
126 Douglas Bodie (Fort McMurray Land Developments Ltd.), A committee meeting of the Board of Administrators, 
May 6, 1975, Binder 1, Tab D-2, p. 117, RMWB. 
127 Bob Bogle to J.P.C. Elson, February 25, 1976, Binder 1, Tab A-3, Moccasin Flats, Snye Residents (River Lot 5), 
Documents from the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (Hereafter RMWB). 
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senior government’s failure to recognize whatever responsibilities they may have in dealing with 

these squatters rights.”128 In one of the only mentions of Aboriginal rights in the RMWB 

documents, Michael Welsh explained in a letter to Fort McMurray Land Developments that the 

Town negotiated the purchase of an easement through River Lot 5, “which has been re-aligned 

through River Lot 5 by reason of the provincial and federal government’s inability to determine 

whose responsibility it is to deal with the ‘aboriginal rights’ being claimed by the squatters on 

River Lot 5.”129 While the Moccasin Flats evictions pre-dated the entrenchment of Aboriginal 

rights in the 1982 Constitution Act, and long proceeded the 2016 Daniels decision, it was 

nonetheless problematic that the Town evicted the Moccasin Flats families as “squatters,” using 

property law, and made almost no mention of their identity and historical occupation of the 

land as Métis peoples. 

 Following the Métis Association of Alberta’s objection to the relocation and the 

Province’s refusal to evict the squatters, Northward Developments Ltd. and Fort McMurray 

Land Developments agreed to surrender the River Lot 5 easement for the sewer line.130 

Northward VP J.P.C. Elson wrote to Chuck Knight, about “the continuing problem of squatters 

along the Snye River,” stating that Northward would grant the easement for the sewer line, but 

looked forward to “the resolution of the problem of the squatters.”131 While Northward 

granted the easement, it worked closely with the New Town in drafting its development 

agreement to ensure the Town committed to evicting the Moccasin Flats residents as 

Northward built the River Park Glen housing project. 

 As the boom of the 1970s continued, the town of Fort McMurray began to overflow with 

people, with the population increasing from 6,132 in 1970 to 27,784 in 1980 (Table 6). Housing 

became very expensive and short in supply. The problem with un-sanctioned settlements — 

‘squatters’ — extended beyond the Métis settlement at the Snye. At Centennial Park, a public 

campground south of Beacon Hill on the side of the highway leading into Fort McMurray, 

residents complained of many people setting up long term camps, dumping garbage and 

wrecked cars, and polluting the stream. The Snye evictions were part of a far bigger set of 

                                                
128 Michael C. Welsh to J.P.C. Elson, Northward Developments Ltd, March 23, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-28, p. 89, 
RMWB. 
129 Michael C. Welsh to Fort McMurray Land Developments Ltd., March 23, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-28, p. 88, 
RMWB. 
130 B. Douglas Bodie, to Michael C. Welsh, June 20, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-27, p. 187-188, RMWB. 
131 J.P.C. Elson to C.A. Knight, May 26, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-27, p. 186, RMWB. 
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housing and economic issues facing Métis people in Alberta in the 1970s. Métis peoples faced 

many of the same problems as First Nation peoples but did not receive the same support from 

the federal government. Housing in particular became a major issue for Métis people in Alberta, 

which drew people together to form political organization. Alvena Strasbourg, director of field 

services for Native Outreach, blamed the situation on how Métis people were under provincial 

rather than federal jurisdiction. For instance, in Janvier, an Indigenous community south east of 

Fort McMurray, a typical family of 16 lived in a one-room plywood house with no plumbing. 

Northeastern Alberta regional commissioner Vic Henning stated that it was not the 

responsibility of the Province to ensure the wellbeing of Métis people.132  

 In a Fort McMurray Today article titled “Helping the Indians: More money is not the 

answer,” Department of Indian Affairs official Jim Carbery said that problems like the lack of 

water and sewer facilities, alcoholism, and inadequate recreation and programs could be 

attributed to the lack of organization and involvement in Métis and First Nations communities. 

He suggested they, “ask not what Indian Affairs can do for you but ask what you can do for 

yourself.”133  

3.5 Northwards Development Agreement Condition to Evict Moccasin Flats 

Residents 

 The eviction of the Moccasin Flats residents was a condition of the development 

agreement negotiated between Northward Developments Ltd. and the New Town of Fort 

McMurray between 1976 and 1978. An early draft of the agreement from December 1976 

states in article 5 that the 4.3 acre road allowance will be sold to Northward and “the Town to 

assist in the relocation of, existing Snye residents by programs developed with Provincial 

assistance.”134 In a letter of intent dated September 19, 1978, the same day that the Town 

Board of Administrators voted to evict the Moccasin Flats residents, the Town and Northward 

outlined the details of the River Lot 5 River Park Glen housing project. Article 9 of the letter 

                                                
132 Bobbi Lambright, “Métis Poverty: Accusations fly about the ‘vicious cycle,’” Fort McMurray Today, August 4, 
1977. 
133 Bobbi Lambright, “Helping the Indians: More money is not the answer,” Fort McMurray Today, March 6, 1978. 
134 R. Guy Spencer to L.T. Pollard, Northward Developments Ltd., December 8, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-27, p. 173-
176, RMWB. 
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included an option for Northward to purchase the road allowance between River Lot 5 and the 

Snye. The letter stated:  

That upon the New Town of Fort McMurray being able to provide clear 
title to and clear and unobstructed possession to approximately 4.3 acres 
situated between River Lot 5 and the Snye River, that the New Town of 
Fort McMurray will sell, transfer and convey and Northward 
developments Ltd. will purchase the same from the New Town of Fort 
McMurray at and for a total consideration of ONE THOUSAND 
($1,000.00) DOLLARS per acre…135 
 

The Town needed to evict the Moccasin Flats families to obtain “clear an unobstructed 

possession” of the road allowance before it could sell the land to Northward. The agreement 

detailed how Northward would, following the transfer, landscape the area and build a marina 

and restaurants. The New Town and Northward accepted the agreement October 6, 1978. 

This agreement pre-dates the relocation program and eviction proceedings against the 

remaining Moccasin Flats residents. The New Town of Fort McMurray committed to 

Northward that it would remove the Moccasin Flats residents and sell the land they lived on. 

3.6 River Park Glen Construction and Conflict Between Residents 

  The construction of River Park Glen apartments had immediate impacts on the 

Moccasin Flats residents (see section 5). They were harassed by construction workers and the 

heavy equipment used to build the new towers. The people who lived at Moccasin Flats said the 

construction made them feel like they were unwanted and being forced out.   

 In March 1977 Mayor Chuck Knight told the press that the Moccasin Flats families were 

living on a public road allowance and sought their eviction. The construction company built an 

eight-foot-tall fence around the settlement to cut them off from the construction site, and also 

blocked the road, preventing garbage trucks and other vehicles from getting through. Stan 

Daniels, the new president of the Métis Association of Alberta, said the “the fence is an insult 

to these people. They have been subjected to disgraceful bullying. Authorities hope the natives 

will move away quietly. But there has been a native community on the banks of the river as long 

as there have been people in this area.” Michael Gladue, a 70-year-old Métis trapper who lived 

on the Snye with his wife Christine stated that he was born in the area, that “we have lived  

                                                
135 Letter of intent and undertaking between the New Town of Fort McMurray and Northward Developments Ltd., 
September 19, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-27, p. 21-26, RMWB. 
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Figure 11: Moccasin Flats Homes and River Park Glen,1978136 

  

                                                
136 Rene Fumoleau, August 1978, NWT Archives / Rene Fumoleau fonds / N-1995-002: 9382, 9383. 
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here so long we should hate to move now.” While Fort McMurray Today recorded the 

perspectives of the Métis families who faced eviction, it also emphasized their simple living 

conditions, pointing out that “they don’t want to move even though their house has no inside 

toilet or running water,” and referred to them as squatters. Chuck Knight acknowledged that 

many of the families at Moccasin Flats had lived there for years, and that the town and province 

therefore owed them a degree of responsibility. However, he laid that responsibility at the feet 

of the provincial government, saying that most of the land is owned by private developers or 

the province: “we would like to see the province swap some land for a suitable site. The next 

move is up to the government.” While Gordon Thomas, an assistant to the Minister of Native 

Affairs, stated that the provincial government would supply trailers, the onus was on the 

municipality to select a new site. Both the province and the municipality passed the 

responsibility back and forth, without either party taking concrete action to address the 

situation.137 

 The completion of the River Park Glen apartments resulted in conflict between the new 

residents and the Moccasin Flats residents (Figure 11). In August 1978, a group form 

Northward Developments and River Park Glen went to the Town Board of Administrators to 

complain about the Moccasin Flats residents. They spoke of children being harassed by 

intoxicated men from Moccasin Flats. A Mr. Logan told the Town Board how he found a young 

Indigenous man holding a 4-year-old girl behind a retaining wall. He chased the man but could 

not catch him. In response, Northward built a wall of snow to try to separate River Park Glen 

from Moccasin Flats. Another woman told the Town Board that she was being harassed by 

people from Moccasin Flats when she went in and out of the building. The meeting minutes 

state that the Board told Northward that it was “quite aware of the situation when they built 

these apartments and that the majority of the people that are in Moccasin Flats are quite nice 

people.” Mr. Logan told the Board that he was emotional about the situation because young 

children were involved and suggested that if a child were abducted the Town “would have no 

worry about relocating anyone from that particular area.”138 We did not find any other 

evidence that corroborates this account, or that links this incident to the Moccasin Flats 

residents. This account suggests that the River Park Glen residents deployed the trope of the  

                                                
137 “Native leader charges Metis being forced out,” Fort McMurray Today, March 31, 1977. 
138 A regular meeting of the Board of Administrators,” August 8, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-17, p. 15, RMWB. 
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Figure 12: Alice Armit outside her house at Moccasin Flats139 

 

dangerous Indigenous man threatening women and children to build a case against Moccasin 

Flats and lobby the Town Board of Administrators to expedite the evictions. 

 In an interview with Fort McMurray Today Moccasin Flats resident Alice Armit said that the 

people disturbing the River Park Glen residents did not necessarily live at Moccasin Flats. She 

said that lots of people pass through the land around the Snye and the Moccasin Flats residents 

                                                
139 Doug Smith, “Apartment dwellers’ animosity angers Moccasin Flats residents,” Fort McMurray Today, August 11, 
1978. 
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are not drunks or child molesters.140 Two Elders who lived at Moccasin Flats told us that the 

River Park Glen residents wanted Moccasin Flats families gone: “they have to look at all these 

shacks where the Native people are living. They must have been ashamed of us, ya know? 

Ashamed of the Native people living there... In little shacks…”141 More significant for Armit was 

the continual disturbance that the Moccasin Flats residents experienced from people at River 

Park Glen. Alice Armit (Figure 11), reported that during the construction phase, workers threw 

pieces of cement and rebar down from the construction site onto the roof of her house, 

causing damage. She had reported the damage to the contractor, Bergman Structures Ltd., but 

the contractor had not repaired the damage to her house. She told Fort McMurray Today she 

was “fed up” with all the harassment, noise, and verbal abuse from apartment residents. She 

said that she was jeered at and called names by River Park Glen residents. Further, contractors 

had installed utility pipe under the road into Moccasin Flats, making it impossible for vehicles to 

enter the area, cutting residents off from taxis, cars, garbage and fire trucks. She told the paper 

that she would probably just leave if the town offered her a good deal.142 The construction and 

new residents pushed all the Moccasin Flats residents off River Lot 5 onto the cramped 

Clearwater Drive road allowance (Figure 11). Contractors fenced off Moccasin Flats, impeded 

the access road, threw construction material into the houses, and made life worse for the 

Moccasin Flats families, encouraging them to leave. 

 Native Counselling Service of Alberta (NCSA) and the Nistawoyou Friendship Centre put 

out a statement on behalf of Moccasin flats residents stating that they had told the town that 

they were willing to relocate, but the town now had still not made plans to relocate them.143  

When the provincial government came up with money to fund the relocation of the Moccasin 

Flats residents in January 1979, it was just $260,000, which was $65,000 less than the $325,000 

the province had said it would provide for the move. The province decided it would not fund a 

storm sewer on the new site, leaving this to the town.144 

                                                
140 Doug Smith, “Apartment dwellers’ animosity angers Moccasin Flats residents,” Fort McMurray Today, August 11, 
1978. 
141 Anonymous participants, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 3, 2018, MF2018-03,04 EV-16, p. 
23-24, CKK. 
142 Doug Smith, “Apartment dwellers’ animosity angers Moccasin Flats residents,” Fort McMurray Today, August 11, 
1978. 
143 Doug Smith, “Moccasin Flats conflict said question of misunderstanding,” Fort McMurray Today, August 14, 1978. 
144 Bobbi Lambright, “Snye relocation grant falls short of McMurray request,” Fort McMurray Today, January 5, 1979. 
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4. Evictions and Relocations 

 The New Town of Fort McMurray’s eviction of the Moccasin Flats residents was a 

process that played out in several stages from around 1975 to 1981. Some of the Moccasin 

Flats residents lived on River Lot 5, and some lived on the municipal road allowance known as 

Clearwater Drive. The first set of conflicts occurred over a sewer line in 1975 (see section 3). 

The Town did not evict anyone at this stage, and instead expropriated an easement from River 

Lot 5. In 1977, during the construction of River Park Glen, Northward convinced several 

families to move their houses off River Lot 5 onto Clearwater Drive. In 1978, the Town 

negotiated relocation agreements with seven of the fourteen families, and convinced them to 

move to trailers. Of the remaining families, Pat Shott, Ben Powder, and Ron Currie refused to 

leave and were served eviction notices. It seems that Ron Currie and Ben Powder left at some 

point, leaving only Pat Shott, whose house the Town bulldozed in 1981. 

 The New Town of Fort McMurray split the Snye residents into two groups: those who 

were entitled to trailers and a relocation package, and those who were not. The documents we 

consulted for this report show that the New Town of Fort McMurray took responsibility for 

evicting the Moccasin Flats residents. Northward Developments and the residents of the River 

Park Glen towers appealed to the New Town Board of Administrators to evict the Moccasin 

Flats residents, but it was Mayor Ted Mason and Town Clerk Gerald Bussieres who instructed 

the law firm Brownlee Fryett to evict the Moccasin Flats residents. The documents show that 

the New Town wanted to involve the province only to cover the cost of the evictions and 

relocations. The Town Board worked hard to limit the costs it had to incur for the relocation 

and to ensure that it retained ownership of all the land and trailers used for the relocation. It 

worked to have the residents themselves or the Department of Indian Affairs pay for all other 

costs.  

 By labelling the Moccasin Flats families as squatters, the New Town of Fort McMurray 

used property law to disregard their rights as Indigenous peoples to the historical Indigenous 

settlement of Moccasin Flats and either evict the families or compel them to leave their homes 

with the relocation program. By describing their homes as shanties and shacks the Town 

worked to diminish the importance of these Moccasin Flats residences and justified their 

removal. They did not consider the historical occupancy of Indigenous peoples at the Snye.  
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4.1 Planning the evictions 

 During an in-camera meeting on April 11, 1978, the Town Board of Administrators 

discussed a prior meeting with Snye residents. The Board meeting minutes explained that the 

Snye families had requested that if they were to be resettled, they were given an area close to 

shopping and schools. The town manager told the Board that the Moccasin Flats families were 

very impatient. The minutes stated that “They have expressed their views that should the 

bulldozers arrive, a fight will ensue as they will not be forcibly removed from their site.” The 

Moccasin Flats residents requested that the Town give them land on MacDonald Island. The 

Board told the Town Manager that the Town would only act as a facilitator, and that the town 

only had a responsibility to the seven families it included in the relocation program. The Town 

Manager told the Board that he had met with the Moccasin Flats residents on two occasions 

but had not given them any encouragement. He had told them that they could not have 

MacDonald Island. The Town Board stated that it should not have to take any responsibility for 

relocating people who moved “illegally onto land within the boundaries of Fort McMurray.”145 

 During an in-camera meeting in July 1978, Mayor Ted Mason told the Board that the cost 

of upgrading the relocation site would exceed $300,000. Mason suggested that the town could, 

alternatively: allow the Moccasin Flats residents to stay and improve their houses; build more 

houses at Moccasin Flats; or evict the residents and disperse them throughout the community 

with a cash payment. The Board authorized their blessing to “handle this in whatever manner 

he felt would be suitable.” Mason proposed dispersing the residents with a cash payment, but 

Board Member R.G. Morgan stated expressed concern that this would set a precedent, that 

would lead other families in Waterways whose land the Town was confiscating, to expect that 

the Town would give them compensation. The meeting minutes state that the Town was 

discussing the evictions with the Department of Indian Affairs, and that Indian Affairs had told 

the Town to buy their furniture and the Department would “look after their accommodation.” 

The Town Board of Administrators turned over the issue to Mason, giving him the power to do 

what he thought was necessary to evict the Moccasin Flats families. They encouraged him to 

                                                
145 Committee of the Whole in-camera, April 11, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-14, p. 2, RMWB. 
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minimize any payments to the evicted families to avoid costs to the Town and to ensure that 

other evicted families would not expect to be treated well.146 

4.2 Relocation Program 

 In March of 1978 the town received a conditional grant of $325,000 from the provincial 

government to relocate the Snye residents from River Lot 5 to seven other lots on Main Street 

and Gordon Avenue and provide mobile homes. Of the approximately 14 families living on the 

right of way, the town was only willing to relocate half, claiming that all the others had moved 

into the area after the relocation negotiations had commenced.147  

Women from the McMurray Métis community was closely involved in advocating for the 

rights of the Moccasin Flats families. In particular, Evelyn Webb and Helen Roy worked with the 

Métis Local and the Nistawoyou Friendship Centre to ensure that Syncrude gave the evicted 

families housing. Hellen Roy explained in a 2010 interview: 

We worked so hard to get trailers. Evelyn Webb and I, we worked for months, 
just the two of us and we got Syncrude…we got the trailers donated for every 
family except Pat Shott, he didn’t want it, he didn’t want to have anything to do 
with it. A lot of them couldn’t speak good English, so Tootsie Armit would come 
with us and she would be interpreter and she got them, they all agreed that they 
would like to go into the trailers because, you know, the—they were getting 
older and the way of life... 
 
So we got those trailers. Now they get these trailers and they’ve got nothing in 
them. So we approach Syncrude again and we tell them,… these people need 
pots, pans, because they’ve got electric stove now, you know, and everything like 
that. So we went to Don Fleming and he said, “No, we don’t have a program for 
that.” And I said, “Well, Don, you guys have got a program for just about 
everything else,” so I said, “you’re going to have to make one up, because we 
need this stuff for these people. They can’t live in there any other way.” They 
couldn’t, you know, I mean, where are you going to get donations then, you 
know? I mean, people didn’t want Natives around, let alone donate to them, you 
know. And so he did. So we got just the basics, but enough to get them going 
and that was an accomplishment.148 

 

                                                
146 In-camera Meeting, July 11, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-16, p. 3 RMWB. 
147 “Town board agrees on squatters’ relocation,” Fort McMurray Today, May 31, 1978. 
148 Helen Roy, interview with Nonnie Roth, July 28, 2010, MT98, Other23-113, CKK. 
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Figure 13: Ben Powder standing in front of River Park Glen towers in May, 1978149 

 

  The New Town made the families forfeit their rights to Moccasin Flats, and in exchange 

offered the families discounted rental trailers on a lot nearby. The quit claim contract read: 

                                                
149 “Town board agrees on squatters’ relocation,” Fort McMurray Today, May 31, 1978. 
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…in consideration of the sum of One ($1.00) Dollar, now paid to us by 
the New Town of Fort McMurray, (the receipt of which sum is hereby 
acknowledged), and other valuable and true consideration, X/WE… do 
for our heirs, executors, administrators and assigns, hereby quit claim all 
my/our rights, title and interest of every nature and kind whatsoever and 
without restricting the generality of the foregoing, including all rights, 
mineral rights, rights under any lease or agreement, rights of or by 
occupancy, squatter’s rights and tenant’s rights; in all or any part of the 
property located at Clearwater Drive between Richard Street and 
MacDonald Drive, and in the house presently owned by me/us and 
located on or near the said property, and X/we do further hereby 
release, acquit and forever discharge by these presents for ourselves, our 
heirs, executors, administrators and assigns, release and forever 
discharge The New Town of Fort McMurray and any other person, firm, 
or corporation charged or chargeable with responsibility or liability, its 
heirs, representatives, officers, administrators, successors and assigns, 
from all and all claims and demands, damages or costs or suits or actions 
with respect to the aforementioned lands and house located nearby or 
thereon, now or previously existing until this present time.150 
 

By signing the contract, the Moccasin Flats families who chose the relocation package had to 

give up rights to their traditional lands and become tenants of the New Town of Fort 

McMurray.  

 The seven families received subsidized mobile homes on Block 5, Plan 616 AO, at Main 

Street and Gordon Avenue (Figure 14). The New Town rented the homes to the families for 

$1.00 per month. However, the families were responsible for paying for water and sewer 

services, electricity, natural gas, licensing fees, land taxes, and insurance. The agreement did not 

allow the families to make any structural alterations to the mobile homes. The town threatened 

to terminate the lease if any of the families broke any terms of the agreement or did not pay 

any of the fees associated with the property. The town gave the families the right to live in the 

mobile homes for the duration of their lives but gave them no right to transfer the lease to 

anyone else, such as children or other family members. This condition meant that once the 

original members of the families who moved to the mobile homes left the homes or died, their 

families lost the home and it was returned to the ownership of the municipality.151  

                                                
150 Quit claim indenture between The New Town of Fort McMurray and Vincent Joseph Boucher, Freida Mae 
Boucher, December 14, 1978, Binder 1, Tab C-1, p. 6, RMWB. 
151 W.E. Mason to Vincent Joseph Boucher and Freida Mae Boucher, December 11, 1978, Binder 1, Tab C-1, p. 2, 
RMWB. 
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 The relocation program was a delayed eviction. By offering discounted trailers to the 

evicted Moccasin Flats families, the New Town of Fort McMurray was able to remove people 

from an historic Indigenous settlement and relocate them on Town property. While the 

families may have felt that the trailers were their own, the new homes had an expiry date — 

either the passing or departure of the relocated family members. By retaining ownership of the 

mobile homes, the New Town was able to take back the homes at a later date and complete 

the removal of the Métis settlement in Fort McMurray. 

 The New Town of Fort McMurray began demolishing the homes of the Moccasin Flats 

residents as soon as they signed the quit claims and leases that made up the relocation 

agreement and moved to the trailers at Gordon and Main. On January 23, 1979, Fort McMurray 

Today declared the “End of an Era” as bulldozers destroyed six of the Moccasin Flats homes.152 

When three of the Moccasin Flats homes remained occupied by residents who refused to 

move, Mayor Mason, and the Board of Administrators, authorized legal action against them.153  

 
Figure 14: Moccasin Flats in the 1970s showing relocation trailers 

                                                
152 “End of and Era,” Fort McMurray Today, January 5, 1979. 
153 “Families to be moved from Snye,” Fort McMurray Today, January 23, 1979. 
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. 

4.3 Pat Shott’s Adverse Possession and Eviction Proceedings 

 Patrick Shott was a descendant of the famous Métis Captain Louison Emile “Shot” 

Fosseneuve, whose nickname was adopted as a surname by his descendants and stemmed from 

his being the first to shoot the Grand Rapids on the Athabasca River. Before living at Moccasin 

Flats, Pat and Maria Shott rented a house on Franklin Ave behind the Oil Can Tavern. The 

house at Moccasin Flats was completed in 1962. The house, where they raised their two sons, 

was located at the corner of the Athabasca River and the Snye River.154 One of the issues that 

made Pat Shott’s situation unique was that although he had one of the biggest houses at the 

Snye, and one of the longest periods of occupation, the New Town denied him access to the 

relocation program because he had been convinced to move his house, which interrupted his 

statutory 10-year period of occupation at River Lot 5, undermined his adverse possession claim. 

Land holds special status in common law conceptions of property. Unlike material 

goods, the existence of land persists through time and different owners. Thus, land ownership 

refers to a set of rights one may exercise over a piece of land. If one does not exercise rights to 

their land within a 10-year period, they can have their rights and title extinguished under the 

Limitations of Actions Act (today the Limitations Act) and the occupying party can become the new 

registered owner under the Land Titles Act.155 Adverse possession exists for a number of 

reasons, such as rewarding labour and use of the land, fairness, for punishing owners who do 

not exercise their rights, to preserve peace and discourage conflict between the owner and 

occupant, and to prevent owners from extorting possessors.156  

According to the Supreme Court of Canada, an adverse possession claim must satisfy 

three requirements throughout the statutory ten-year period. The claimant must have had 

actual possession of the land, had the intention of excluding the true owner from possession; 

and effectively excluded the true owner from possession. In Alberta, the statutory period is 

interrupted if the owner can demonstrate clear acts intended to cast out the adverse 

                                                
154 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10 FH&I, p. 1, CKK. 
155 Land Titles Act, R.S.A. 1980, c. L-5; Limitation of Actions Act, R.S.A. 1980, c. L-15; see for example: C.P.R. v. 
T11rta,(1954), 12 W.W.R. 97 (S.C.C.); Edwards v. Duborg, [1982] 6 W.W.R. 128 (Q.B.); Re Pogue and Lane, (1951) 3 
W.W.R. (N.S.) 97 (Alla. S.C.), cited in Sandra Petersson, "Something for Nothing: The Law of Adverse Possession 
in Alberta," Alberta Law Review 30, no. 4 (1992): 1291. 
156 Thomas W. Merrill, "Property Rules, Liability Rules, and Adverse Possession," Northwestern University Law Review 
79, no. 5&6 (1985). 
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possessor; if the adverse possessor offers to purchase the land; or makes any payments to the 

owner that may be considered rent. If the 10-year period elapses, and the registered owner 

does not act to demonstrate ownership over and recover possession of the land, their land title 

may be extinguished. Under section 18 of the Limitation of Actions Act the owner loses the 

remedy of recovery, and section 44 extinguishes right and title. The occupier may claim adverse 

possession either through an action to quiet title or by defending an action for recovery of 

land.157 The New Town of Fort McMurray was able to evict the Moccasin Flats families from the 

Clearwater Drive road allowance because adverse possession does not apply to Crown or 

Municipal lands.158  

 Pat Shott’s son, Steve, explained that in 1976 his father had been tricked by Northward 

into moving and was unaware that he would lose his claim: 

Steve Shott: …What he had was squatter’s rights for being, living there for so long. 
And Syncrude and the town knew about it. They couldn't touch him. But they were on a 
spot where they needed, you know, they needed to, develop. And, he was a pretty 
stubborn old fella, and no, no. Unless, you know, they gave him land somewhere else. If 
not, they weren't going to. You know, and where they set up all the other people to 
relocate, they're like, have you seen that site? Where the trailer, where they set, where 
they moved everybody? 
 
Hereward L: I haven't been there.  
 
Steve Shott: Well it's, well it's, there nothing left there now, there's a couple 
trailers. But there was maybe six to eight trailers all clumped together. You know, in a 
little spot… And he didn't want a part of that. 
 
Hereward L: Yeah. 
 
Steve Shott: You know, and, no, and, there was no trade off. And, so they worked 
on him and worked on him. And, far as I know, I know what happened there was that 
they tricked him. The house was sitting like this here. Now that's where the actual 
roadway is now into River Park Glen. So they said, “well, we're gonna develop a pad 
right over here alongside the banks, and we'll move your house there. And then we’ll 
reskirt it, and then we'll build you a new front porch and a new shed.” So he hummed 
and hawed about that for a while, finally he said yeah, okay. So they brought a crane in, 
they lifted the house, sat it up there, blocked it. They were just about to skirt it and that 
there, they just put the front deck on the front of the house, the city came in and put a 
stop work order on it. ‘Cause there was no permits. And they couldn't get a 

                                                
157 Petersson, "Something for Nothing: The Law of Adverse Possession in Alberta," 1299-303. 
158 Public Lands Act, R.S.A. 1980, Section 4, c. P-30; Municipal Government Act, R.S.A. 1980, section 437, c. M-26; in 
ibid., 1314. 
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development permit, and that's, then, there he was an illegal squatter. After that he was 
illegal; a squatter.159 
 

Documents from the RMWB corroborate parts of Steve Shott’s account. Gerald Bussieres’s 

affidavit stated that when Northward purchased River Lot No. 5 in 1977, several families and 

individuals lived on River Lot 5, and that after the transfer of ownership, several of the families 

had moved their houses to the road allowance. Bussieres stated that Pat Shott did not qualify 

for the relocation program as he did not have an historic attachment to the land, but that this 

decision was made by the Government of Alberta and the Métis Association of Alberta in April 

1976.160  

 In a 1978 memorandum to Mayor Ted Mason, Town Clerk Gerald Bussieres stated that 

when the initial relocation discussions occurred between the MAA and the Provincial 

Government, both parties acknowledged that he had a historic relationship to the area, and 

agreed to include him in the relocation program, but Pat Shott did not want to participate in 

the program. According to Bussieres, Shott moved his house from River Lot 5 to Clearwater 

Drive in 1976, at the behest of Fort McMurray Land Developments Ltd. or another party: “Mr. 

Bodie or other parties unknown, moved Mr. Shott off River Lot 5 and relocated him onto 

Clearwater Drive. This was done without benefit of Development approval. Equipment of 

Newstart Enterprises were involved in the move.” Bussieres stated that Vincent Boucher also 

moved his house from River Lot 5 to Clearwater Drive in 1975. The Town “laid an information 

against him” for proceeding without development approval. The Town obtained a conviction 

and a “court order that he was to remove his shack.” However, the MAA and the Provincial 

Government intervened, and determined that he should be eligible for the relocation program 

because of his historical connection to the land. Bussieres disputed the decision in a meeting 

with the Provincial government, “but they had made the decision without final consultation with 

the Town.”161 

 The RMWB documents do not show that the Town considered any adverse possession 

or Aboriginal rights Pat Shott may have had. When the Town finally moved to evict Pat Shott in 

                                                
159 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10 EV-12, p. 6-8, CKK. 
160 Affidavit of G.E. Bussieres, New Town of Fort McMurray v. Pat Shott, July 25, 1980, Binder 5, Tab E-9, p. 9, 
RMWB. 
161 G.E. Bussieres to W.E. Mason, December 13, 1978, Binder 4, Tab D-31, p. 34, RMWB. A letter from G.E. 
Bussieres to Lynn A. Patrick identifies Mr. D. Bodie as an officer of Fort McMurray Land Developments Ltd., May 
14, 1976, Binder 3, Tab D-28, p. 75, RMWB. 
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1979, it did so on the grounds that he had only lived on the road allowance for three and a half 

years and had built without a development permit.162 However, the Town’s lawyers were 

concerned about the Town’s request to evict Pat Shott. A letter to Bussieres from lawyer 

Michael J. Hill mentioned a Town memo from Mason to Bussieres from July 13, 1979 which 

referenced an earlier memo by Chuck Knight discussing commitments made to Pat Shott when 

he moved his house from River Lot 5 to the road allowance. Hill wrote: 

The content of the two memorandums concerns us because it appears that some 
representation may have been made to Mr. Shott when he moved his residence from 
River Lot No. 5 to the road allowance between River Lot No. 5 and the Snye River. If 
this is indeed the case, it may create some difficulties with respect to our application 
to evict him from the said property. If you have any details of commitments made to 
Mr. Shott other than the details revealed in the two memorandums referred to 
previously, please advise.163  
 

The documents provided to us by the RMWB for this report do not contain either the July 13, 

1979 memo, the earlier memos by Chuck Knight, or any further details of Pat Shott’s move to 

the road allowance. However, this mention that someone made commitments to Pat Shott 

before he moved his house to the road allowance echoes Steve Shott’s account that his father 

felt tricked when the Town moved to evict him shortly after his house was relocated.  

4.4 Evictions Motions 

 The Board of Directors of the New Town of Fort McMurray moved to evict the Snye 

families in two motions passed in 1978 and 1979. During an in-camera meeting on September 

19, 1978 Mayor Ted Mason asked the Board of Administrators if it would support his efforts to 

evict the Moccasin Flats residents. He told the Board that the town would not get help from 

Northward or any other parties if it could not show that it was working to evict the Moccasin 

Flats residents. Mr. Costello gave Mason his support, and offered to make a motion to ask the 

Town’s solicitors to evict the residents.164 That night, after the in-camera meeting, Costello 

moved “that the Board direct the Town’s solicitor to take the appropriate legal action to evict 

and/or remove all those residing on lands adjoining on River Lot 5 development who are not at 

this time the subject of an agreement between the Province of Alberta and the Municipality.” 

                                                
162 G.E. Bussieres to W.E. Mason, January 8, 1980, Binder 4, Tab D-31, p. 33, RMWB. 
163 Michael J. Hill to G.E. Bussieres, September 5, 1979, Binder 4, Tab D-31, p. 54, RMWB. 
164 Snye Residents 78/610, in-camera minutes - September 19, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-21, p. 2, RMWB. 
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The Board carried the motion unanimously.165 In February 1979, after the Town had completed 

its negotiation of the relocation program it moved again to evict the Moccasin Flats residents 

who were not included in the relocation program. Mr. Gendreau moved that the chairman 

(Ted Mason) direct the Town’s solicitor to “evict and/or remove all peoples residing on the 

government road allowance, known as Clearwater Drive, on lands adjoining River Lot 5 

development, presently known as River Park Glen, who were not subject to, nor deemed to 

have direct relocation consideration in the agreement between the municipality and the 

province…”166 

 Echoing what Steve Shott told us in his interview, the city started working to evict Pat 

Shott shortly after he moved his house off River Lot 5 onto the Clearwater Drive road 

allowance. Ted Mason wrote to Pat Shott and the other families who were living on the road 

allowance and not included on December 11, 1978: 

As you are no doubt aware, the occupation of the land along the Snye 
has been an issue for some time. The Town has made a commitment to 
clear the Snye area of occupants, and in order to meet that commitment, 
we have made provision for the relocation of seven family units identified 
through consultation and agreement in 1975. No provision has been 
made for an alternative for any other occupant, and I am not empowered 
to make any provision for such an alternative. In view of the foregoing, I 
would very much appreciate if you could make arrangements to move as 
soon as possible. Your co-operation would be very much appreciated.167 
 

On April 10, 1979, Michael J. Hill, the Town lawyer with Brownlee Fryett LLP wrote to Pat 

Shott that “We have been instructed by our clients to take whatever legal steps are necessary 

to recover possession of the said lands.”  Hill told Shott to immediately leave Moccasin Flats: 

By this letter, we as the solicitors for the New Town of Fort McMurray, 
hereby require that you quit and deliver up possession of the said lands 
within (30) days from the date of receipt of this letter. If at the expiration 
of the said thirty (30) day period you have not quit and delivered up 
possession of the said lands and removed all of your personal property, 
including structural buildings and trailers, we shall initiate any and all legal 
proceedings necessary to recover possession of the said lands for our 
client. You would of course, be responsible for any legal costs incurred as 

                                                
165 Snye Residents 78/610, A Meeting of the Board of Administrators, September 19, 1978, Binder 3, Tab D-20, p. 
14, RMWB. 
166 Snye Residents M-7 and Snye Relocation M-8 79/89, A Regular Meeting of the Board of Administrators, 
February 6, 1979, Binder 3, Tab D-25, p. 15, RMWB. 
167 Ted Mason to residents who are not being relocated, December 11, 1978, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 15, RMWB. 
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a result of such legal proceedings. We trust the foregoing is clear and we 
look forward to your anticipated co-operation.168 
 

Pat Shott would not leave unless the town gave him title to an alternative piece of land. In 

November 1979, Fort McMurray Mayor Ted Mason said, “the town can’t do that. The town 

can’t say to Mr. Shott we the taxpayers will provide you with an alternative.”169 Shott told Fort 

McMurray Express after receiving the letter from Brownlee Fryett, he told Mason to “stick it up 

the appropriate place,” and that he would stand his ground: 

Ted Mason might be able to push my dead relatives around in the 
cemetery, but he sure as hell isn’t going to push me around—because I’m 
still alive. I’ve seen people down here get treated badly—and I’ve also 
seen some cheat and get away with it. I’m ready to show the town 
there’s at least one Indian left in McMurray who won’t get pushed 
around.  
 

The article mentions that he has had legal advice which told him that he had squatter’s rights to 

the land and that he would win in court, as he has lived at the site for 18 years.170 The article 

triggered a harsh reaction from Ted Mason to hasten the eviction process and put Pat Shott in 

the crosshairs. In a confidential memo to Bussieres two days later, Mason wrote that the 

article: 

demonstrates the failure of the Town to carry through with its intent [to evict 
the Moccasin Flats families]. Please provide me with the historical track in point 
form on this issue particularly in regard to Shott and also provide me with an 
update on the legal situation. It seems to me that things are moving much too 
slowly (if at all) and I would like to know if our legal representatives are doing 
the job. An update is required and if we cannot generate some action, then 
perhaps we should engage another solicitor to move the matter along.171 
 

In June of 1980, John W. McIsaac of Brownlee Fryett re-sent the letter telling Pat Shott to leave 

Moccasin Flats.172 On 25 July 1980 Town Clerk Gerald Bussieres swore an affidavit that Pat 

Shott was in wrongful possession of land on the road allowance, that he had moved there from 

River Lot 5 before the construction of the housing complex. The affidavit states that Pat Shott 

was not included in the relocation program, but it does not state that he was a resident of 

                                                
168 Michael J. Hill to Pat Shott, March 20, 1979, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 17, RMWB. 
169 Don Pearson, “Court action seen likely over Snye area residents,” Fort McMurray Today, November 8, 1979. 
170 Dyane Harpe, “He Won’t Go,” Fort McMurray Express, January 2, 1980, Heritage Park Archives, Fort McMurray. 
171 W.E. Mason to G.E. Bussieres, January 4, 1980, Tab D-31, Binder 4, p. 16, RMWB. 
172 John W. McIsaac to Pat Shott, June 2, 1980, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 22, RMWB. 
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Moccasin Flats for at least 18 years, or note that he claimed adverse possession to Moccasin 

Flats.173 On 27 August, Brownlee Fryett informed Pat Shott that the Court of Queen’s Bench of 

Alberta would be conducting a hearing for a writ of possession against him on 19 September in 

Edmonton, and that if he did not attend, “the order asked for herein may be granted in your 

absence.”174 

 On February 26, 1980, the Court of Queen’s Bench of Alberta issued a court order for 

Pat Shott to forfeit his home at Moccasin Flats.175 On March 17, 1981, Master in Chambers 

Michael B. Funduk, granted the New Town of Fort McMurray a writ of possession against Pat 

Shott. It read:  

Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom, Canada and 
Her other Realms and Territories, Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, 
Defender of the Faith,… To the Sheriff of the Judicial District of Edmonton… 
We command you, that you enter “the lands” and without delay cause the 
applicant, the City of Fort McMurray, to have possession of “the lands” and 
premises and appurtenances and that you defend and keep the City and its 
assigns in peaceable and quiet possession…176 

4.5 Bulldozers 

 On May 14, 1981, six years after the dispute between the Snye families and the Moccasin 

Flats families began, the town forcibly removed the Métis families from Moccasin Flats. The 

sheriff, John Easton, and his aides, including bylaw office Brian Irvine, went to the Shott 

residence early on Sunday morning to seize the Shott’s property and demolish the house. 

While Pat Shott was at work at Suncor, Shott’s 17-year-old son Russell said “they just came in, 

didn’t knock or anything, told us to get dressed and leave. Mother wasn’t dressed or anything, 

she was still lying in bed asleep.” Russell called his dad at work, who left early and came home. 

Pat Shott demanded that the sheriff’s aides, who were dragging the family’s possessions out of 

the house, get out of his house, and asked his son to call the police. However, when the police 

arrived, they did not help Shott, but arrested him. “When the policeman came, he stopped and 

talked to the bylaw officer, then walked over to me and told me to get in the back of his car. 

                                                
173 G.E. Bussieres Affidavit, July 25, 1980, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 9-14, RMWB. 
174 Originating notice of motion between New Town of Fort McMurray and Pat Shott, Aug 27, 1980, Tab E-9, 
Binder 5, p. 27, RMWB. 
175 Court order between New Town of Fort McMurray and Pat Shott, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 34, RMWB. 
176 Writ of possession between New Town of Fort McMurray and Pat Shott, March 17, 1981, Tab E-9, Binder 5, p. 
29, RMWB. 
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That’s when the policeman said he was going to arrest me. I call him down here to help 

straighten out the situation and he arrests me.” With Shott in jail, a front-end loader bulldozed 

the house. “I was held hostage while they destroyed my home,” Shott said. Shott had been 

willing to move: “I said give me a place to stay where I own the property and you can’t kick me 

out tomorrow. They never came back. Why should I have moved? If I had I would have signed 

away whatever claims I had on this land, then where would I be? Right back where I was before; 

without land and living in a place where the city could kick me out on 30 days notice.”177 Pat 

Shott’s older son, Steve Shott remembers the day:  

Steve Shott: I never uh, I never got down to the site because, we 
were, we were both, me and my dad were both working at Suncor. And 
uh, I work in a different area. He got the call and I didn't find out 'til the 3 
o'clock coffee. So I didn't get there 'til after it was all pretty well said and 
one. He was already in jail and I was on my way down there, and then I 
got uh, stopped and detained. 
 
Hereward L: You did too? 
 
Steve Shott: Well, I was just, you know, they advised me not to go 
down there and I told them, and then you know, they, so I didn't, I 
would've ended up in jail too. 
 
Hereward L: So, and so how did that actually play out? 'Cause you 
know, you know there's, there's stories that like, your dad tried to put, 
push out the bylaw officer, or something like that. 
 
Steve Shott: Yeah. Yeah, yeah, he did. 
 
Hereward L: And that was all, that was all in the same uh, it was all in 
the same day. So he went there and tried to stop it- 
 
Steve Shott: Yeah, well- 
 
Hereward L: ...and then they arrested him? 
 
Steve Shott: Yeah. 
 
Hereward L: And then he kicked out everyone and knocked the house 
down. 
 

                                                
177 Ray Djuff, “Families on Snye evicted,” Fort McMurray Today, May 15, 1981. 
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Steve Shott: Yeah. They were in the midst of doing it already because 
you know, they came in and gave my mom and my brother, you know, 
you gotta get out now. We're bulldozing it down. And I do believe at the 
time, I think my brother had a broken leg from a motorcycle accident. I'm 
pretty sure he did. I'll have to ask him. That's why I wish he would've 
been here. 
 
Hereward L: Um, and so how much, did they give you any warning 
about this? Or did they just do it one day? 
 
Steve Shott: No, they just came in to like, 9:30, 10 o'clock in the 
morning, knocked on the door and my brother answered. And they had a 
piece of paper saying get out, we're destroying it.178 
 

Fort McMurray Today reported that the Town paid for the family to stay in a hotel for a week 

while they found a new place to live. While the Shott house was being demolished, another 

crew towed away a mobile home, and a camper, and evicted two other families.179  

 Then Métis Association of Alberta president Joe Blyan told us how he remembers that 

day: 

So, I went there, I was sent there to interview some people, and I remember meeting 
that one guy there- I can't remember- he was an old man, and he lived there right by the 
Snye, and he had a cabin.  And when we got there, um, the very next morning… there 
was already cats (bulldozers) out there. They were going to mow down the cabins and 
all that stuff and um... So there was a guy by the name of Jeff Howard and I- a-and and a 
few other, uh, immediate people which I didn't know who they were. We were there 
taking shots of this. Jeff was on the camera crew, and I was helping him, I was doing the 
interpreting… And we were watching the cats as they were mowing down the cabins, 
you know, and they were very emotional because they were- they were kind of, like, 
crying, and people were upset and stuff. They were trying to step in front of the cats 
and all this kind of stuff, all the machinery, but uh, it didn't deter them. They, they 
mowed it down…180 
 

Pat Shott saw that the relocation program as inadequate compensation for losing his home, so 

he fought to hold on to what he had. 

                                                
178 Steve Shott, MF2018-10 EV-18, p. 11-13, CKK. 
179 Ray Djuff, “Families on Snye evicted,” Fort McMurray Today, May 15, 1981. 
180 Joe Blyan, interview with Hereward Longley, June 6, 2018, MF2018-07 EV-02, p. 1-2, CKK. 
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Figure 15: Maria Shott at court hearings181 

                                                
181 Ray Djuff, “Families on Snye evicted,” Fort McMurray Today, May 15, 1981. 
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In a 2009 interview, Bertha Clark-Jones, the mother of McMurray Métis president Gail 

Gallupe, described how she worked to support Pat Shott during the eviction: 

And of course we got wind of that, and we supported him. He didn't want to 
leave. He wasn't going to leave. RCMP were involved, and he said, no, I'm not 
leaving, and we just said, we support him. It's been his home for many years. 
Finally, the police, they confronted me. They said, you know, if you folks don't 
get out of here, he says, you're coming with us. I said, well, you can take me if 
you want, but we're not budging. It's his home.182 

 
Two elders interviewed for the 2009 Mark of the Métis study remember the day town evicted 

Pat Shott: 

Evelyn Webb: Yeah. Well, they went and – when they went to – I was in there when 
they went and took over when they had that big rigmarole when they put Pat in jail. Oh 
my god. That was wicked that time. Do you remember that?  
 
Howard Webb: Remember when they built the towers – when they built the towers 
there. Walter was mad. Walter Malcolm. He was mad. He took his shotgun and he was 
going to shoot that guy [indiscernible] [laughs] [indiscernible]. What do you call them, 
cranes? [Indiscernible]...with a shotgun. He took a couple shots at him. [Indiscernible] 
the towers went up. There was a big field there. 
 
One of the court workers came into the office, and he said to me, "You better get 
down there, Evelyn. They're going to – they're really causing a ruckus down there." And 
I went down, and they were just grabbing old Pat Shott's stuff and his blankets and 
pictures and throwing them on the floor in a great, big pile.  
 
Joe Hamelin: Did he try to put up a fight? 
 
Evelyn Webb: He didn't. No, he didn't. He just was worried because Marie—she had a 
heart condition, I think, and she was really upset, and he was worried about her. He 
never—what could he do, eh? 
 
Joe Hamelin: So they threw all his stuff on the floor? 
 
Evelyn Webb: Right on the floor in a great, big pile. And they put him in jail. I don't 
know. One of the women said that he pushed her or something, but I don't think so. 
And they hauled him off to jail, and I got mad and I went up to see him, and I told those 
guys he didn't do nothing. There was no reason for him to be here. So they let him out. 
And Chuck Knight was the mayor, and he came down there and he was upset at what 
they did...And then they had, I don't know how many RCMP lined up on the dyke with 

                                                
182 Bertha Clark-Jones, interview with Peter Fortna and Joe Hamelin, September 18, 2009, MT44, Other18-63, 
CKK. 
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their rifles like this, holding their rifles. Yeah. But they got them all out of there 
anyway… All I remember is them coming into Pat Shott's and doing that, and the police 
all standing up there with their rifles. 
 
Joe Hamelin: They had kids at that time? 
 
Evelyn Webb: Yeah, he had the boys. 
 
Joe Hamelin: They still put him out, eh? Put him out on the street.183 

 
The Moccasin Flats evictions were a traumatic time for the Fort McMurray Métis community 

that continues to have impacts on the contemporary community (see section 5). 

 

Table 6: Individuals Involved in Evicting the Moccasin Flats Families 

Name Organization Role 

W.E. (Ted) Mason New Town Fort McMurray Mayor (1977-1983), former 
RCMP officer. Sought evictions. 

Gerald E. (Jerry) 
Bussieres New Town Town Clerk submitted affidavit in the evictions 

proceedings against Pat Shott. 

Chuck Knight New Town Fort McMurray Chairman 1975, former public 
relations officer with GCOS. 

N.M. Costello New Town 
Town Board Member, tabled motion in 1978 to 
evict Pat Shott and other Moccasin Flats families 
not covered by relocation program. 

J.D. Corless 
R.G. Howell 
R.G. Morgan 

New Town Town Board Members who voted in 1978 to 
evict the Moccasin Flats families. 

Michael B. Funduk Court of Queen’s 
Bench of Alberta 

Master in Chambers issued writ of possession 
against Pat Shott. 

John Easton Fort McMurray Police Sheriff, evicted Pat Shott 

Brian Irvine Fort McMurray bylaw 
enforcement Bylaw officer, evicted Pat Shott 

Harry Aime  Fort McMurray Judge 
Convicted Pat Shott of assault. Same judge who 
acquitted Suncor in an oil spill case brought by 
Fort McKay. 

Douglas Bodie Fort McMurray Land 
Developments Ltd. Owner of River Lot 5 from 1964-1978. 

                                                
183 Howard Webb and Evelyn Webb interview with Peter Fortna and Joe Hamelin, September 18, 2009, MOTM 
43&46, X19-65,66, p.41-42, CKK. 
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J.P.C. Elson Northward 
Developments Ltd. Vice President of, requested eviction. 

Michael C. Welsh 
Michael J. Hill 
John W. McIsaac 

Brownlee Fryett LLP 
(Brownlee LLP) 

Lawyers for New Town. obtained writ of 
possession against Pat Shott. Did all the legal 
work behind the eviction. 

Bill Yurko Alberta Government Minister of Housing 

Bob Bogle Alberta Government Minister without portfolio responsible for 
Native affairs. 

 

4.6 Protests against the Evictions 
 The evictions triggered protests from the Athabasca Tribal Council, the MAA, and local 

people. A protest sign erected on the site of the destroyed houses read “Hitler destroyed 

homes and jailed innocent people. What’s next Ted [Mason]? 6 million Indians?”184 (Figure 16). 

Bertha Clark-Jones, the director of the Nistawoyou Friendship Centre, and the mother of Gail 

Gallupe, the current president of the McMurray Métis, said that Maria Shott, Pat Shott’s wife, 

was sick. “These people are just fighting for their rights,” Jones said, “The lady was in bed when 

you came in. She’s sick. She has had four heart attacks. They removed her pills. The city doesn’t 

have a right to destroy their property.” Joe Blyan, MAA vice president at the time, said, “It wasn’t 

one particular group of people who made this country, it was all of us. We just want you, the 

mayor and the others gathered here to know that we want to be treated like the rest of you. 

No man should have the right to take another man’s land away, especially if it is his home; and 

that’s the issue here, a man’s home was destroyed yesterday.”185  

 Lawrence Laboucane told us: 

We put a little march there, some of the people that suggested that, and I said, 
well it’s up to you people. You guys are bearing the threat of it, do what you think 
is fair and we’ll just join in and everybody will just raise hell…Cause a lot of 
people are kin, so anyway we did, we had marches right down the main street. 
Right from one town to the other, people were looking, “Oh look there.” So you 
gotta do what you gotta just to get some attention, that’s the thing. And they 
caught a lot of people were– I don't know, a bit on the mild side, I guess because 
they didn’t want to get into it, but they followed us right behind.186 

 

                                                
184 “Forced eviction a local first,” Fort McMurray Today, May 20, 1981. 
185 Ray Djuff, “Families on Snye evicted,” Fort McMurray Today, May 15, 1981. 
186 Lawrence Laboucane, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, August 9, 2018, MF2018-11, PR-10, p. 10, 
CKK. 
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Figure 16: Signs in Protest of Evictions Outside Moccasin Flats187 

 

                                                
187 Forced eviction a local first,” Fort McMurray Today, May 20, 1981. 
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Figure 17: Joe Blyan, Fort McMurray Today, May 15, 1981. 

  

 Connie Clark went door to door with to get petitions signed. But these were not 

successful.188 Sonny Clark wrote in the Fort McMurray Express: “why can’t a small portion of land 

                                                
188 Anonymous participant, MF2018-12, PR11, p.6-7, CKK. 
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be released so it can be utilized by our city’s poor, the desperate, aged and those unable or not 

wanting to cope with what Fort McMurray has become.”189  

 Members of the McMurray Métis community protested the eviction of Pat Shott and 

demolition of Moccasin Flats. David Waniandy recalls protesting: 

And a few of them were protesting, and me and a few of the other, my friends, we 
didn’t live in the area, but we wanted to help these people. We started protesting with 
them. And what we did is because the municipality of the town or whatever was kicking 
everybody out of here, we said we’re going to take one of the islands and we’re going 
to stay on the island. And if you go back up the Clearwater here we all went over, and 
we got onto this island here. And we said we’re going to, you know, if they want to kick 
us out of that spot we’re claiming this island…We camped out there for a few nights. 
But because the guy who lost his cabin, or lost his place on the Moccasin Flats there, I 
guess they offered him another place. I don’t know where it was or anything, but he 
decided that he wanted to stop the protest, so we all took off.190 
 

The eviction of the Snye families triggered protest from the broader Indigenous community. 

Chief William Beaver of the Bigstone Cree Band wrote to Ted Mason:  

We are compelled to add out prospect to the many other Native groups and human 
rights defenders who abhor the action being taken to remove Native families from the 
Snye. The Snye has been home to Native families for generations, and the people who 
have lived there are an integral part of the rich heritage of the area, and their 
contribution to the community over the years has been one of great significance. It is 
tragic that they should be victims of a so-called “progress” which puts city planning and 
resource development ahead of the rights and dignity of human dignity. We urge you 
and your council to reconsider your decision to eliminate this living monument to your 
city’s history and the pioneering spirit of its original citizens. Surely in a city such as 
yours, surrounded as you are by vast wilderness, space is not in such short supply that 
this historic property is essential for development. We trust that you and your council 
are human enough and sensitive enough to recognize from all the protests you have 
reviewed that your decision with regard to the Snye was wrong and must be reversed. 
We look forward to your positive response to these protests.191  
 

Mason replied to Beaver two weeks later:  

Please be advised that, while I recognize your concerns, the City is bound by provisions 
of The Municipal Government Act and its own By-Laws. The eviction occurred on the 
basis of a Supreme Court Order and I regret that I am not empowered to either affect 
the course of events or respond favourably to your request. I believe you and I know 
each other well enough that you can depend on me to exercise fair treatment to the 

                                                
189 Sonny Clark, opinion editorial, Fort McMurray Express, March 25, 1981. 
190 David Waniandy, interview with Dermot O’Connor and Jennifer Gerbrandt, March 3, 2016, Suncor CIA-TKU 
2016-07, X-22, p. 18, CKK. 
191 Chief William Beaver to Ted Mason, June 16, 1981, Tab D-31, Binder 4, p. 25, RMWB. 
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Native People. This matter is most unpleasant and, regardless of numerous statements 
to the contrary, there has been ample notice and the people in question were dealt with 
fairly.192 
 

Mason’s letter contains a number of inaccuracies. There was no “Supreme Court Order,” the 

writ of possession was issued by the Alberta Court of Queen’s Bench. Mason seems to suggest 

that the eviction was perpetrated by a higher level of power, which he had no jurisdiction to 

resist. Mason tells Beaver that he did not have the power to prevent the eviction, when he was 

the one who sought the eviction in the first instance. Mason stated that he always treated 

Indigenous peoples fairly, but many of the respondents for this study told us that Ted Mason 

was racist toward Indigenous peoples. The documents provided to us by the RMWB have 

shown that Mason worked collaboratively with Northward Developments to remove the 

Indigenous peoples from Moccasin Flats.  Their protests were unsuccessful. Steve Shott told us: 

“as for the protests, it's just like any other protest. It just starts, it gets to its height, and then it 

dissolves.”193 

4.7 Town Response after Evictions 

 Town Clerk Gerald Bussieres who, with Mayor Ted Mason had ordered the evictions, told 

Fort McMurray Today “this is the first time we’ve ever had to go to such an extreme to move 

somebody. But you can never tell what the future will bring. It’s unfortunate when it has to 

happen that way.” He said that one home remained, that of Walter MacDonald, and that 

witnessing the demolition of the Shott home may have him “scared off…  had heard that he 

changed his mind and was thinking of leaving after seeing what happened to the Shott place.” He 

noted another cabin the city may have to evict in Waterways belonging to Simone Goodwin: “In 

the spring, the odd squatter will come in of his trap lines and throw a house up somewhere. 

They move around so much that there’s not much we can do about it.”194 

 In the weeks following the evictions, the MAA protested the town and government’s 

actions and called for a Métis reserve in the Fort McMurray area. The city laid charges against 

Pat Shott.195 On November 27, 1981, Judge Harry Aime, the same judge who would acquit 

                                                
192 W.E. Mason to Chief William Beaver, June 16, 1981, Tab D-31, Binder 4, p. 25, RMWB. 
193 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, MF2018-10, IMP-22, p.15-27, CKK. 
194 “Forced eviction a local first,” Fort McMurray Today, May 20, 1981. 
195 “Metis group plans weekend protest,” Fort McMurray Today, May 22, 1981. 
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Suncor of pollution charges two years later, found Pat Shott guilty of assault for interfering with 

one of the bylaw officers, Brian Irvine, who conducted the eviction, fining him $100. Judge Aime 

told Fort McMurray Today, “I can sympathize with him…[but] in assessing all the evidence I must 

concluded he did technically assault [municipal bylaw enforcement officer] Brian Irving.” 

Although he stated that “in this case it [guilt] is more technical than factual.” While three 

defence witnesses had told the court Pat Shott had not assaulted the bylaw officer, the judge 

concurred with the testimony of the two crown witnesses who said Shott had pushed the 

officer. Aime said that “the Shott property could have been handled better,” but that the court 

“cannot tolerate interference.”196 

 In February 1982, Fort McMurray Today reported that the city sought the eviction of Walter 

MacDonald, who was born in the Fort McMurray area and the last remaining Snye resident. Fort 

McMurray Mayor Ted Mason told Fort McMurray Today: “He’s got no business in there as far as 

I’m concerned.”197 On March 4, the Alberta Court of Queen’s Bench granted the city a court 

order of possession, giving Walter MacDonald 30 days to leave. MacDonald’s nephew Fred 

MacDonald told Fort McMurray Today, “I think he’s going to hang tough and see what the hell 

happens.”198  

 

                                                
196 Grant Woodley, “Squatter found guilty of assault during eviction,” Fort McMurray Today, November 27, 1981. 
197 Grant Woodley, “Squatter eviction sought,” Fort McMurray Today, February 19, 1982. 
198 “30-day limit for squatter,” Fort McMurray Today, March 4, 1982. 
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5. Impacts 

 Moccasin Flats was a significant Métis cultural landscape. It was a center for maintaining 

Métis identity, relationships between communities and families, and relations to the nonhuman 

environment across the Athabasca region. Often, settler governments and industrial developers 

incorrectly believe that Indigenous peoples can simply move their homes out of the way of 

‘development’.199 However, as articulated in section 2, these places are fundamental to renewing 

cultural practices and identity. The effects of forcing a community out of its home are profound 

and extend far beyond relatively simple impacts of loss of property from a non-Indigenous legal 

standpoint. 

Cameron MacDonald affirmed that residents of Moccasin Flats had few options with the 

imposition of a new tenure system: “You know, they didn’t own any land. They had nowhere to 

go. And they just start telling people they’re gonna leave, but where you gonna go to, you 

know?”200 Others such as Neils Langevin maintained that the evictions were avoidable: “back 

when I was there, a lot of the blocks were empty. A lot of empty fields. All over the valley. Really, 

honestly, they didn’t need to push the people out of Moccasin Flats.”201 Interview participants 

shared senses of loss, frustration, and pain when discussing the impacts of the evictions. 

Participants summarized impacts of the Moccasin Flats evictions in a series of interconnected 

themes, which can be grouped into two main categories: (1) effects on the wider culture and 

way of life of Moccasin Flats families, and (2) effects on socio-economic conditions and wellbeing 

of the community. The first category describes effects including the social fragmentation of the 

Métis community, disconnection from the land and land-based practices, and intergenerational 

impacts. The second category deals with economic hardship and housing insecurity, including, in 

some cases, homelessness. Each of these impacts are related and were felt in different ways by 

different families and individuals, depending on their circumstances. However, each of these 

                                                
199 Mario Blaser, Harvey A. Feit, and Glenn McRae, In the Way of Development: Indigenous Peoples, Life Projects, and 
Globalization (London: Zed Books, 2004); Thomas McIlwraith, "A Camp Is a Home and Other Reasons Why 
Indigenous Hunting Camps Can’t Be Moved out of the Way of Resource Developments," Northern Review 36 
(2012). 
200 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-EV07, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 5. 
201 Neils Langevin, interview with Tara Joly and Hereward Longley, June 13, 2018, MF2018-08-CH27, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 34. 
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impacts appeared, in some way, in all interviews conducted for this study. We outline these 

impacts below. 

5.1 Cultural Impacts on a Métis Way of Life  

5.1.1 Social Fragmentation of the Métis Community 

Overwhelmingly, the most common theme articulated by interview participants 

regarding the impacts of the Moccasin Flats evictions was the fragmentation of the Métis 

community. Since Moccasin Flats was not only a home for those who dwelled there year-round, 

but also a seasonal home and gathering place for much of the Métis community as well as First 

Nations people from Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan, the effect of losing a central gathering 

place on social connections amongst the community was profound. Joe Blyan explained, 

Moccasin Flats “was a community to the Aboriginal people. And according to them, they said, 

‘Well, where we going to go now?’ You know? Of course, in those days, a lot of it was Crown 

land, so I’m not sure where they went to live.”202 Blyan reminds us that the imposition of a 

settler tenure system – that is, proclaiming land around Fort McMurray as belonging to the 

Crown, not Indigenous peoples – rendered families without other land and sometimes without 

the means by which to acquire new housing.  

Another anonymous participant told us that “everything just kind of scattered, you 

know? They didn't, nobody all, ‘Oh one [day], [let’s] all come together!’ Ya know, what I 

mean?”203 After being forced to leave Moccasin Flats, either in the late 1970s or by 1980, 

families were left with the difficult task of acquiring alternative housing (see section 5.2). An 

Elder who spent part of her youth and early adulthood at Moccasin Flats explained that 

residents moved all over after the evictions: 

Nobody helped ever. Because, well old Catherine, she eventually moved out of her little 
shack and moved in with her daughter, so her place was gone. And Harvey Boucher, 
them that, they just let their house go and they moved back to MacKay too, McArthur, 
and that other old lady she passed away too, so her house was just ... and the 
Tourangeaus too, they moved out. Pat was the one going. Stayed. Like ‘till the end, ‘till 
they got kicked out. They were the only ones left there.204 
 

                                                
202 Joe Blyan, interview with Hereward Longley, June 6, 2018, MF2018-07-IMP07, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 6. 
203 Anonymous interview participants, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-
03,04-IMP24, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 31. 
204 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP09, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 4. 
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While some families were provided trailers by the municipality near to Moccasin Flats, many 

others moved to other neighbourhoods such as Beacon Hill, or out of Fort McMurray to 

Edmonton or Fort McKay. Two anonymous interview participants told us that some families 

relocated to other places in Alberta: 

Participant 1: All the people [from Moccasin Flats]…some of them went back to Anzac, 
when they got kicked out. They moved to [other towns, too]. They had relatives over 
there and now I think they have their own places. 
 
Participant 2: I guess we’re some of the only ones left from Moccasin Flats. The rest are 
all gone.205 
 

Due to this scattering, families who were previously close-knit neighbours were unable to visit 

as they once did and maintain relations to one another. Many families who were disconnected 

remained that way and have since passed on, as the second participant told us. 

Cameron MacDonald similarly described how the evictions at Moccasin Flats fragmented 

a previously cohesive community. He also added that the evictions were not a singular or quick 

event, but a slow, ongoing process of dispossession due to the onslaught of new extractive 

industries and the exponential arrival of new white settlers: 

Cameron MacDonald: People knew everybody [at Moccasin Flats]. You knew your next-
door neighbour. You get together. Have tea, you know? People knew everybody. But as 
soon as they started building Syncrude or Suncor, Syncrude mostly, people moved into 
town. They built a tower. They built a low-rise there it’s called. They built that and after 
that people started moving away because it was getting crowded I guess, you know? But 
it was a community all by itself. It was good to see, you know? People had their boats 
down on the river banks there, you know? And it was a community all by itself. That's 
what I feel. 
 
Hereward Longley: It seems like it sort of pushed Indigenous people out of Fort 
McMurray quite a lot. 
 
Cameron MacDonald: Well they didn’t push them out of Ft. McMurray. They made 
them move to different places. ‘Cause even though they’re down on the flats, say even 
50, 60, 70 years ago, that was their home. And as soon as the oil companies come into 
town they made them move out of there, which I don't think was fair, you know?206 
 

                                                
205 Anonymous interview participants, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-
03,04-IMP23, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 30-31. 
206 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-IMP10, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 6-7. 
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He continued, speaking about MacDonald Island, “That was our home and the oil company 

moved in there and took it away from us.”207 Cameron MacDonald, Harvey Sykes, and other 

interview participants also made clear that the Moccasin Flats evictions were one of several 

instances where Métis and other Indigenous peoples in Fort McMurray were forced to leave 

their homes. A similar experience of community fragmentation occurred with forced evictions 

at MacDonald Island, Short Street, Waterways, and Cree Flats.  

 In short, the evictions of Moccasin Flats residents resulted in the loss of a land base 

which impacted the connections previously maintained by resident community members. By 

taking away a shared home, families no longer were able to meet and carry on a sense of 

shared identity. Their social support and kin network became fragmented, affecting their 

spiritual, emotional, and mental wellbeing. 

 
5.1.2 Disrupting Relationships to the Land 

 The forced move from Moccasin Flats also disrupted community members’ relation to 

the land and sense of place – and their sense of identity. Specifically, many Métis people from 

the Fort McMurray area identify as river people. Being forced to leave their homes along the 

river severed or damaged their connections with the water system that afforded them the 

ability to maintain a Métis way of life. Cameron MacDonald described the significance of leaving 

the river banks: “the river was your lifeline, right? You got in your boat and went fishing, went 

hunting”.208 Another Elder who grew up at Moccasin Flats explained that the river was a source 

of livelihood, due to the clean water and resources it provided. She explained that moving away 

from the river after the evictions was difficult because it altered her family’s way of life.209 Asked 

if her parents felt separated from their community when they were forced to move, the Elder 

replied, Well, yes, because up here [away from Moccasin Flats], I don’t know. They felt out of 

place.”210 This sense of being ‘out of place’ needs emphasizing: moving away from a place where 

individuals and families feel at home, where they can freely practice a Métis way of life, has 

                                                
207 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-Other-MacIsland-12, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8-9. 
208 Cameron MacDonald, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-IMP10, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 6-7. 
209 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP08, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 4. 
210 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP09, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 4. 
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significant impacts on sense of identity, livelihood, and wellbeing. Feeling ‘out of place’ in this 

sense is a traumatic experience of being ripped from a Métis space. As Clark outlines, Métis 

space is a place where aspects of culture can flourish, including Indigenous land use, family and 

community, values and spiritualty, identity, and autonomy and self-determination. These places 

are material spaces that also represent “an interconnected web of physical, psychological, and 

sociopolitical spaces”.211 Therefore, the forced move away from Moccasin Flats, as a Métis 

home, impacted the maintenance of Métis culture.  

One of the cultural components disrupted by the forced relocations was Indigenous 

land use that is integral to the practice of Indigenous rights. Almer Waniandy stated that “quite 

a few trappers came and lived in there [at Moccasin Flats] for years, and all of a sudden they 

had to give it up. It was hurting times.”212 Traplines were lost for a number of reasons, including 

increases in wage labour with the construction of oil sands plants and the decline of fur prices. 

When asked if moving from Moccasin Flats impacted the Shott family’s ability to trap, Steve 

Shott replied, 

No, not really. Because the access was still there, you know. Drive down [from Beacon 
Hill] to the Snye. That [trapping industry] there was starting to dwindle because I had 
moved in ‘82 to go to work at the refinery and it was more recreational outings now 
for my dad and my younger brother. And then, I think it was a couple years later there, 
my dad sold it. Because he got mad ‘cause my brother wasn’t taking care of it, and I 
didn’t know anything about it because I was living out of town. So I was mad at my dad 
for selling it because it was a very easy trap line to get to, just across the river there… 
So, culture changed it, you know. Industry said kill the trapping because they provided 
and easier access to money, that’s all. It wasn’t, you know, where they set the plants up 
and that there. It was just, ‘Hey if it's gonna be easy.’ Everybody wants to take the 
easiest route.213 
 

However, moving from Moccasin Flats also impacted some individuals’ abilities to access their 

traplines or to participate in a seasonal round. Even before the evictions, with construction at 

River Park Glen and the imposition of new municipal by-laws, snares could no longer be set for 

rabbits in the forest behind their homes at Moccasin Flats.  

                                                
211 Timothy David  Clark, "Mcmurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment of the Teck Frontier Oil Sands Mine 
Project," (Willow Springs Strategic Solutions Inc., July 2015), 57. 
212 Almer Waniandy, interview with Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH02, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 1-2. 
213 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-IMP22, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 15-27. 
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Further, Steve Shott explained that the forced relocation from Moccasin Flats to Beacon 

Hill had the most significant impact on his mother, Maria Shott, due to the effects on her way of 

life: 

After [the eviction], I was pissed off about it for a while. I was also young, so I got over 
it. It didn’t, after thinking there, it didn’t affect me as it did affect, I’d say, my mom the 
most. Because of her way of life. You know, she grew up in the woods, traplines and 
this and that. And in between the house and the shed that was her little area for her 
cooking. We used to make moose hides every fall there, the traditional way. And that 
got all affected when you move up to Beacon Hill, because you can’t even start a fire in 
your backyard. So, you know, it was like two thirds of your life were taken away when 
that happened. That’s who it really affected the most.214 
 

Moving into a residential neighbourhood in Fort McMurray meant that his mother was unable 

to process meat as she was able to at Moccasin Flats. She also no longer easily collect river 

water to wash clothes or for food preparation, or access berry patches.215 Maria Shott was also 

in poor health before the forced relocation, and some Métis Elders we spoke to alluded that 

the relocation and its impacts on her way of life, which were so tied to the bush, affected her 

health further until her passing. 

 Moving from Moccasin Flats also represented another loss in the land base of the Métis 

community in Fort McMurray from a legal perspective. The loss of land led to a disconnection 

from land-based relationships in which Métis culture is rooted. Families lost their homes, which 

were central places for cultural practices including harvesting and ceremony.216 Families were 

forced to either sign away their rights to the land or receive no alternative housing for their 

relocation from Moccasin Flats. However, these relocations also resulted in the mobilization of 

Métis organizations in Fort McMurray, who fought for the rights of those forced to move (see 

section 4). 

 

5.1.3 Intergenerational Impacts 

 Interview participants and community members expressed to us that many individuals 

directly impacted by the Moccasin Flats evictions are deceased. However, the impacts 

                                                
214 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-EV18, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 11-13. 
215 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-IMP22, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 15-27. 
216 Marilyn Buffalo, phone conversation with Hereward Longley, September 4, 2018. 
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documented above continue to have a real effect on the descendants and families of these 

individuals. Research on other forced government relocation policies show that significant 

direct and indirect effects negatively impact not only the first generation’s wellbeing, but also 

that of subsequent generations, leading to mental health problems, loss of identity, and 

continued fragmentation of social networks.217 Even the threat of relocation impacts wellbeing, 

suggesting that the exposure to the threat of eviction faced by Moccasin Flats residents for the 

better part of the 1970s resulted in negative effects to Métis community members. These 

impacts on wellbeing, as well as disconnection from place, culture, and community, continue to 

ripple across the generations.  

When asked about the personal significance of Moccasin Flats for her, a Métis 

community member in her 40s discussed intergenerational effects of the Moccasin Flats 

evictions in detail: 

I did not begin to understand the long-term intergenerational effects of forced 
relocation until I myself was a grown adult and began to learn of forced assimilation, 
cultural demise, identity loss, or, as some call it, cultural genocide, initiatives promoted 
and enforced through policy, laws, and reports. 
 
I hear stories of my dad as a child, growing up in what is now Fort McMurray. They 
grew with the land, and that connection dramatically shifted. Language was no longer 
being passed down, which severed connection to the worldview, land, and family.  
Hearing about the blatant racism and malicious tactics used to overtake prime land 
leaves me feeling sick, sad, and helpless. I know that even if at that time, I had a voice 
and the knowledge to legally oppose the forced removal, my voice and the voices of 
those who opposed to the removal and initiatives would also have been bulldozed. The 
inherent cultural way of trust and interconnectedness within an Indigenous context was 
severed. 
 
Intergenerational effects include disconnection to land as well as never having time or 
healthy resources to heal. I only recently have begun to repair my relationship with the 
identity, sense of belonging, and land while continuing to feel displaced without a sense 
of belonging in what is supposed to be my hometown.  
 
I was told that residents of Moccasin Flats were given the option of “trailers” to live in. 
Yet “trailers” are miniscule in comparison to land and the freedom to live off the land. 
“Trailers” may have been given but no land base or compensation in terms of land and 
community were offered…  

                                                
217 Mellisa L Walls and Les B  Whitbeck, "The Intergenerational Effects of Relocation Policies on Indigenous 
Families," Journal of Family Issues 33, no. 9 (2013). 
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I always imagine what it would be like to be able to feel a part of a land base with roots 
and a community of family and friends, but the legacy of relocation and instability 
lingered into my life. What would it be like to have known the language of the land, the 
medicines, and the stories. There continues to be relatives on my dad’s side that I have 
never met. What if Moccasin Flats became a community within Fort McMurray, and the 
newcomers honestly tried to co-exist and build Fort McMurray with them, rather than 
pushing them away? 
 
Promises were made but never kept which is a common theme within the history of 
Canada and its relationship with Indigenous people. 
 
I think of my father and his parents and siblings. It’s as if we are completely erased from 
the history of McMurray even though to this day you will see my father and his brother 
featured in trophy cases at MacDonald Island. Most of my father’s siblings and close 
family relocated out of Fort McMurray to escape the new ways that were encroaching 
on them: drugs, alcohol, and partying. The lifestyle of what McMurray became eventually 
forced our family away, as they were trying to escape the [imposed] lifestyle, yet in turn 
they erased us from the history of the area. If our family had had a land base allocated to 
them I am sure to this day we would have kept our roots in that area. I would love to 
move back and feel a sense of community and family but the cost of living and lack of 
land base leaves me wondering if I will ever return. 218 
 

Here the interview participant summarizes with clarity the ways in which a traumatic incident of 

being forced from a land base can impact a Métis way of life across generations. The impacts of 

the Moccasin Flats evictions are therefore not effects that can be relegated to the past, as 

finished or concluded, but must be read as continuing to reverberate over time into the future. 

5.2 Socio-Economic Impacts of the Evictions 

5.2.1 Housing Insecurity and Economic Impacts 

 At first glance, one might reason that families who signed relocation agreements and 

received trailers benefitted at least from, what might be considered by outsider observers, to 

be improved housing conditions. However, at closer inspection, the trailers provided by the 

municipality were in fact a downgrade for many families. First, the trailers – a type of temporary 

housing – were not designed well. An anonymous Métis community member explained that 

families were forced to live in relatively “low-standard” dwellings, compared to other houses 

                                                
218 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
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being developed at that time in Fort McMurray.219 The trailers remained property of The Town, 

rather than the families themselves, resulting in an inability for families to sell their trailer if they 

wanted to move, or upgrade them sufficiently should they need renovations. No furniture or 

house fixings were provided to the families, who had to acquire these expensive items 

elsewhere. According to the terms of the lease, trailers were only granted to the family until 

the signatory of the agreements passed away, meaning the property could not be transferred to 

the descendants of Moccasin Flats residents. The result was insecure housing and an inability to 

make changes to or uphold the property in a meaningful way. The trailers, as noted by some 

interview participants, were not constructed adequately and required replacement or 

renovations. In a phone conversation, a member of a family who was provided a trailer 

explained that the municipality had, since at least the 1990s, resisted upholding the property 

despite that this responsibility was outlined in agreements as the responsibility of the 

municipality. Eventually the trailer was replaced, but this last remaining trailer has once again 

reached its expiration and requires upgrades or replacement.220 

 Families and individuals who did not meet the legal requirements to receive adverse 

possession (“squatter’s rights”), or who were deceived out of said rights as in the case of the 

Shott family (see sections 3 and 4), received nothing for their eviction from Moccasin Flats. In a 

housing market that was already in crisis, being without a home would have been difficult for 

anyone but especially for anyone who had not already bought into the real estate market or 

without knowledge of the imposed tenure system. An Elder who was relocated by the 

Department of Highways in 1980, along with seven other Métis families, explained that there 

were only five houses on the market in Fort McMurray at the time.221 There simply was not 

room for everyone, even if families had the means to purchase a house. Further, the property 

taxes on these houses were increasing exponentially at the time. This forced individuals to pay 

more for their housing, at best, or otherwise move elsewhere. Many individuals moved away 

from Fort McMurray as a result, primarily to Fort McKay or Edmonton. 

Moccasin Flats was one of the last remaining refuges for Indigenous communities 

                                                
219 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-IMP14, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7. 
220 Lisa Boucher, phone conversation with Tara Joly, July 17, 2018. Freida Boucher, phone conversation with Tara 
Joly, September 21, 2018. 
221 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly and Lucas Punko, August 22, 2018, MF2018-13-
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members who were being continually forced to move out of various areas of downtown Fort 

McMurray from the mid-1960s into the 1980s. Moccasin Flats was a refuge for families who 

were forced to move, and eventually, as River Park Glen was constructed, were forced into a 

smaller area on the road allowance (see section 3). However, with Moccasin Flats no longer an 

option for making a home, families were left with nowhere to go. An Elder couple who now 

live in Fort McKay, explained that when they were evicted from Moccasin Flats, they did not 

qualify for ‘squatters rights’ under the Alberta law, and they were left without a place to live 

entirely.222 For a while, they were homeless, and were forced to stay on MacDonald Island: 

After they kicked us out of there we went through real hard times, you know? I think 
they owe us. Other people got trailers and we didn’t, and we had two children going to 
school…We struggled to find another place and we slept in MacDonald Island 
sometimes.223 
 

At that time, the undeveloped areas of MacDonald Island replaced Moccasin Flats as a refuge 

for Indigenous families who were pushed out of areas in which they made their homes. With 

such extreme housing insecurity, the children of the Elders above were unable to attend school 

for some time, demonstrating in part that the effects of housing insecurity reach each member 

of the family.  

When asked what financial affects the forced relocations had on families, a Métis 

interview participant explained that:  

my granny lived in poverty and in a trailer for the rest of her life. My father struggled 
with addictions and tried to climb the financial ladder but was never fully accepted into 
mainstream society. He never learned how to be a parent.  My granny’s sister lived in a 
trailer her whole life working as a bartender, never having land or a house. I look at 
friends and family who had home, land base, sense of belonging, and healthy upbringings 
who are now also doing very well financially, while I am just at the beginning stages. I 
have always wanted to move back to Fort McMurray but have never had the money to 
live the quality of life I want up there. I tried to get a job up there, yet it seems most 
jobs in the education industry are given to people from the east coast first. Not only 
financial loss but loss of sense of self-worth is common when considering the effects of 
being treated the way Indigenous people have been treated. Psychological effects 
contribute to the challenge of finding success within a society that has proven to reject, 
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discipline and devalue you. Those you compromise ways to fit the corporate notion of 
success may have found themselves more financially stable.224 
 

Crystal maintains that the impacts of financial wellbeing not only affected an individual’s 

standard of living, but also impacted a sense of self-worth as well as resources available for 

parents to pass on to their children and grandchildren. 

After being forced to leave Moccasin Flats, members of some families were able to 

access new housing and made a liveable income working in the oil sands industry. Steve Shott, 

for example, explained how his family was not financially impacted by the evictions, but had to 

become accustomed to paying bills: 

We were making good money at that time. My father was making very good money and 
that, so as for financial impact – I didn't see anything like that happen. You know, other 
than that they had to get used to paying bills. You know, rent, utilities.225 
 

Another Elder stated that after the evictions, her parents did not receive compensation from 

the town and “paid their own rent… And I would help them sometimes…I forget what 

company they rent for, and sometimes [my father] would be late in payment and I used to go 

and tell them, you have to pay the rent, got to pay the bills.”226 Learning financial literacy was 

not always an easy task for Elders and the impact of that was substantial. There are several 

cases in Fort McMurray and the RMWB’s history in which Indigenous peoples were faced with a 

sudden imposition of a settler financial system related to land ownership, which they did not 

always understand, and as a result many families lost territories. Loss of land due to property 

tax is documented, for example, at MacDonald Island.227 

 
5.2.2 Exposure to Racism 

 Interview participants made clear that racism towards Indigenous peoples from the 

newcomer population had a profound effect on the wellbeing of Indigenous peoples in Fort 

McMurray. As Neils Langevin recalled, “a lot of the people that live down right around that 

                                                
224 Anonymous participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, 
MF2018-12-IMP15, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8. 
225 Steve Shott, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-IMP22, McMurray Métis 
CKK, p. 15-27. 
226 Anonymous interview participant, interview with Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
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neighbourhood [of Moccasin Flats] were mostly Natives. Mostly Native families, Métis families, 

and as the town grew, more of the white folk came in.”228 The population of Fort McMurray 

rose from 6132 in 1970 to 27,784 in 1980. 229 Several interview participants interpreted the 

evictions (section 5) a result of being treated with racism.230 

 Recalling stories she heard from her father, Sonny Clark, and other family members, a 

Métis community member explained the ways that racism impacted Indigenous peoples living in 

Moccasin Flats and Fort McMurray:  

Hearing about my father’s life and perspectives he shared there was a longing for 
cooperation between newcomers (due to the oil boom) and the desire to live off the 
land peacefully. With newcomers came more partying, drugs, alcohol, animosity, 
discrimination against Indigenous peoples of the area… With newcomers came more 
partying, drugs, alcohol, animosity, discrimination against Indigenous peoples of the area. 
Indigenous people were told to abandon their ways of living off the land and that their 
worldviews and language were insignificant or “evil”. There also came deception in the 
form of false friendships or persuasion into using substances and giving up of rights in 
order to ensure Indigenous people would participate in self-destructive behaviours and 
relinquish their treaty rights.231 
 

This sentiment was shared amongst other interview participants, who similarly noted that while 

the Indigenous population in Fort McMurray desired to live peacefully with newcomers, they 

were often treated with racism by these newcomer individuals.232 

 At Moccasin Flats specifically, construction workers and newcomers living in the River 

Park Glen towers harassed Moccasin Flats residents (see section3). Accounts persist in 

newspaper archives about violence and vandalism perpetuated by these newcomers against 

Moccasin Flats residents, including objects being thrown from tower balconies at the homes at 

Moccasin Flats. As Marilyn Buffalo explained, “People at River Park Glen looked out the 

window at the Moccasin Flats families and didn’t like what they saw.”233 Marilyn Buffalo 

explained that the racism she witnessed in Fort McMurray was a deciding factor in her 

relocating to Edmonton with her young family, as she felt her children were not safe. 
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232 Sonny Clark, opinion editorial, Fort McMurray Express, March 25, 1981. 
233 Marilyn Buffalo, phone conversation with Hereward Longley, September 4, 2018. 
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 The cumulative effects of racism, combined with loss of land and community, had 

profound effects that still reverberate through the Métis community. As a daughter of a man 

who was relocated from Moccasin Flats in his younger years, an anonymous interview 

participant explained, 

Hearing about the blatant racism and malicious tactics used to overtake prime land 
leaves me feeling sick, sad, and helpless…[The evictions] not only affected disconnection 
from land in which our culture is rooted, but also disconnection from family and kinship. 
I know my family now is uprooted and all over the place. Some with internalized racism, 
some deceased due to intergenerational trauma, trauma of never quite fitting in despite 
always trying to. My father suffered with diabetes, liver, heart, addictions, and a broken 
heart…He was an intelligent man yet the influences of the trying to assimilate into a 
culture that ultimately rejected him, money, new drugs, new people with false faces got 
the best of him.234 

5.3 Impacts of Forced Relocations Beyond Moccasin Flats 

The impacts described above were not isolated to the Moccasin Flats relocations. 

Interviewees told us that the effects documented above remain relevant and were factors in 

other forced relocations in what is now the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo. For 

example, Harvey Sykes explained the situation in Waterways, which was inhabited primarily by 

Métis families: 

After what happened took place here, we [the Sykes] were the only ones remaining in 
Waterways, and all the other families dispersed. It did break up a close knit uh, 
community, as people lived together and helped each other out… Well you know, of 
these 22 families… I know [one family] ended up in the streets, and they eventually they 
did get some assistance from the government or welfare system, and they rented a place 
down by the Prairie there somewhere. So yeah, so all these, these families, they just 
dispersed, and some moved out of town [or to a trapline].235 
 

The fragmentation of the Métis communities was a result of forced relocations in Waterways.  

The housing crisis was not isolated to one area of Fort McMurray. The impacts relating to 

finance and housing insecurity were parts of a larger crisis. Though it is beyond the scope of 

this report to document the impacts of these other evictions in full, effects on cultural ways of 

life and socio-economic wellbeing of families can be traced from areas including Waterways, 
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Cree Flats, and Short Street (Boston Pizza) area of downtown McMurray. More research is 

required regarding the histories and impacts of these other areas. 

 

 

5.4 Afterword: Resilience and the Need for Reconciliation 

 Despite the impacts documented above, many interview participants expressed resilience 

in the face of forced relocation from Moccasin Flats and other areas of Fort McMurray. One 

Elder who beat the odds and remained in the RMWB after the relocations and the resultant 

hardships outlined above, put it simply: “We didn’t get a damn thing, but we’re still here 

today.”236 Yet each interview participant also expressed that, in light of the many damages 

caused by the evictions, there is a strong need for compensation and reconciliation between 

the RMWB and Indigenous communities around Fort McMurray. We outline interview 

participants’ recommendations for reconciliation in the next section. 

 

                                                
236 Anonymous interview participants, interview with Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-
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6. Moccasin Flats Today & Avenues towards Reconciliation 

 Today, Moccasin Flats is erased of all physical reminders of the families who once called 

the place home (Figure 18). Despite plans to develop the site into a recreational complex, the 

area remains underused. A footpath, benches, and several small trees have been erected at the 

site, but some of these areas are overgrown. The water level in the Snye has declined, allowing 

willows and other small brush to encroach on the recently exposed banks, limiting access to the 

water for fishing. There are no markers of the houses that once stood at the site, and no 

plaques commemorating the evictions. A small sign has been erected in the past 5 years to 

memorialize the Hudson’s Bay Company post once stationed at Moccasin Flats; however, this 

sign makes no mention of Métis families who once lived there, nor of the other Indigenous 

peoples who called the place home. The lack of any material trace or sign of the history of the 

evictions perpetuates the erasure of Indigenous presence at Moccasin Flats into the present. 

 

Figure 18: Moccasin Flats, 2018237 

 
                                                
237 Photo by Tara Joly, July 26, 2018. 
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 Each person, company, and organization in the RMWB has a responsibility towards 

reconciliation regarding the Moccasin Flats evictions. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

of Canada defines reconciliation as “establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful 

relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country. In order for that to 

happen, there has to be awareness of the past, acknowledgement of the harm that has been 

inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change behaviour.”238 The Commission argues 

that: “Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal problem; it is a Canadian one. Virtually all aspects of 

Canadian society may need to be reconsidered.”239 In their final report, the TRC outlined 94 

Calls to Action. Several of these apply directly to the Moccasin Flats evictions (Table 7). We 

recommend that the following section is read within the context of these Calls to Action.  

 This section outlines possible avenues towards reconciliation regarding the Moccasin Flats 

in detail, as shared with us by interview participants. The recommendations outlined below are 

listed in short form in Table 8. The avenues to reconciliation we describe should be read as 

preliminary, requiring more consultation with evicted families and their descendants, and 

communities in what is now the RMWB. Each of the recommendations below should be read as 

entangled with one another. For example, some interview respondents told us that certain 

actions are not enough on their own, such as an apology alone. We remind readers that 

reconciliation is not a metaphor or an empty promise; it requires action by all parties.240  

 
Table 7: Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action Relevant to Moccasin 
Flats Evictions241 

Call to 
Action 

Number 
Description 

40 “We call on all levels of government, in collaboration with Aboriginal people, 
to create adequately funded and accessible Aboriginal-specific victim 
programs and services with appropriate evaluation mechanisms.” 

                                                
238 Truth and Reconciliation Canada, "Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final 
Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada," 6-7. 
239 Ibid., VI. 
240 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, "Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor," Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 
1, no. 1 (2012). 
241 Truth and Reconciliation Canada, "Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final 
Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada." 
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42 “We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments to commit 
to the recognition and implementation of Aboriginal justice systems in a 
manner consistent with the Treaty and Aboriginal rights of Aboriginal 
peoples, the Constitution Act, 1982, and the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, endorsed by Canada in November 2012.” 

43 
“We call upon federal, provincial, territorial, and municipal governments to 
fully adopt and implement the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples as the framework for reconciliation.” 

47 
“We call upon federal, provincial, territorial, and municipal governments to 
repudiate concepts used to justify European sovereignty over Indigenous 
peoples and lands, such as the Doctrine of Discovery and terra nullius, and to 
reform those laws, government policies, and litigation strategies that 
continue to rely on such concepts.” 

52 
“We call upon the Government of Canada, provincial and territorial 
governments, and the courts to adopt the following legal principles: 
i. Aboriginal title claims are accepted once the Aboriginal claimant has 
established occupation over a particular territory at a particular point in 
time. 
ii. Once Aboriginal title has been established, the burden of proving any 
limitation on any rights arising from the existence of that title shifts to the 
party asserting such a limitation.” 

57 “We call upon federal, provincial, territorial, and municipal governments to 
provide education to public servants on the history of Aboriginal peoples, 
including the history and legacy of residential schools, the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Treaties and Aboriginal rights, 
Indigenous law, and Aboriginal–Crown relations. This will require skills- 
based training in intercultural competency, conflict resolution, human rights, 
and anti-racism.” 

 

6.1 Compensation for Evicted Families 

When interview participants were asked about actions for reconciliation, the most 

common response was for compensation to be provided to families (and their descents) evicted from 

Moccasin Flats. This compensation should be provided in consultation with the families 

themselves. The need for individual compensation for families was strongly recommended by 
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some respondents, who recognized the inequalities between classes in Fort McMurray and the 

relative wealth of industry.242 Joe Blyan put it this way: 

Reconciliation? They should go back and review that whole place and how they literally 
moved a lot of people. They should compensate those people, you know. They should 
help someone because, the way I look at it, government is just one big asshole bully 
because he did that to the Aboriginal people, and they literally took trillions of dollars 
out of that area. And if they’re so fucking cheap they can't give those people back a few 
dollars then this government ain’t worth for me to piss them, piss on them, you know. 
That's how I feel about it. I'm feeling emotional now ‘cause I remember how they 
[RMWB] treated them [Moccasin Flats residents] so bad. And now today when you 
want reconciliation, why don’t they give something back? And they [the RMWB] 
probably say, “Well, those old people are dead now.” But their families are still alive. 
Compensate them. Give them back something. Look at the town of goddamn McMurray 
itself. It’s so huge. So much money in there. Billions and billions of dollars were made on 
there. What's wrong with government giving them a few dollars and giving a piece of 
land: “Here. This is what we did to you back then. Now we want to give back.” That's 
the only thing I could say to you, if they want any kind of reconciliation. But, you know, 
they should really look at the families that were affected because they made their home 
there.243 
 

Cameron MacDonald further articulated: 

For people that lost their homes, I think they should get something for it. Like Pat Shott 
had a home, you know? Sure, he’s passed away, now his wife’s passed away, but his son 
is still alive… give them something, you know? That was their home, you know? The 
same with my home. My dad’s home. He’s passed away now but give us something for it, 
you know?... Same thing with MacDonald Island. That belonged to my family. They just 
walked in there and they built a golf course and what did we get? We got nothing. Same 
with the Flats, you know? But we should get something for it. I don’t know what, but 
not just an apology, you know? An apology doesn't go anywhere. Sure, you’re sorry, but 
give us something. That’s what I say.244 
 

Here Blyan and MacDonald suggest that the evicted families and their descendants be provided 

financial and/or land compensation for the events at Moccasin Flats outlined above.  

Importantly, this compensation should not only be provided for the families who signed 

agreements with the RMWB for trailers but must be provided for all families who called 

Moccasin Flats home. As an anonymous participant explained, “I think they owe us, you know? 

                                                
242 Almer Waniandy, interview by Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-CH14, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 
10. 
243 Joe Blyan, interview with Hereward Longley, June 6, 2018, MF2018-07-REC10, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-8. 
244 Cameron MacDonald, interview by Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-REC11, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 7. 
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Other people got trailers and we didn’t, and we had two children, and we struggled to find a 

place. [We were homeless and poor]…They should compensate us for all that, you know, all 

how we suffered.”245  

 As a specific example, the final remaining trailer leased by the Boucher (Kreutzer) family 

must be replaced and the land title be given to the family. This action should be accomplished with 

close communication with the family.246 As Jack Quintal articulated, families who are considered 

“squatters”, or who otherwise live on leases provided by governments, must be provided with 

the means to live their lives freely, without financial burden and without land use restrictions on 

their traditional way of life.247 

6.2 Remembering History with a Monument and Cultural Center 

 When asked what would constitute reconciliation regarding the evictions, Steve Shott 

suggested that a monument be erected at the site to commemorate the history of the evictions. He 

explained, “Put up a little monument. It’s a nice, beautiful walkway there. Maybe people will 

stop and see and read it, and they’ll go, ‘So this what happened, this date in history.’ They have 

them [signs and monuments] all over the place in downtown, where the old buildings used to 

be.”248 Another anonymous interview participant articulated that the history of Moccasin Flats 

“was all forgotten, just like that”249. A monument or other memorial would help address this 

cultural amnesia. Currently the only sign erected at the Moccasin Flats site articulates the 

history of the HBC post from a non-Indigenous perspective, ignoring the presence of 

Indigenous peoples entirely. 

 Some individuals suggested that a cultural center would contribute to educating the public 

regarding the Indigenous histories at Moccasin Flats and in what is now the RMWB.250 Such a 

cultural center would support programming to educate the general public and to facilitate 

                                                
245 Anonymous interview participants, interview by Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, June 3, 2018, MF2018-03,04-
IMP43, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 59-60. 
246 Lisa Boucher, phone conversation with Tara Joly, July 17, 2018. Freida Boucher, phone conversation with Tara 
Joly, September 21, 2018. 
247 Jack Quintal, interview with Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-06-OTHER-Harvey Sykes lease/Jack's 
father's lease-12, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 7-9. 
248 Steve Shott, interview by Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-OTHER-Reconciliation-23, 
McMurray Métis CKK, p. 17. 
249 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP10, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
250 Marilyn Buffalo, phone conversation with Hereward Longley, September 4, 2018. 
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cultural learning opportunities (including Cree and Dene language revitalization) for Indigenous 

youth – other recommendations shared with us in interviews.251 Further, members of the 

McMurray Métis community have expressed a need for a more substantial recognition and 

remembrance of the Métis and First Nation histories in Fort McMurray. The McMurray Métis in 

particular has plans for a cultural center that may help address the need for a remembering of 

the evictions at Moccasin Flats and Indigenous history in Fort McMurray more broadly.  

 McMurray Métis leadership also requests that all commemorations of Chuck Knight and 

Ted Mason in Fort McMurray be removed immediately, including banners, signs, and street names. 

6.3 Land Transfer: Road Allowance or equivalent land to Métis Government 

 The McMurray Métis administration and leadership have stated that there can be no 

reconciliation without a land transfer. To address community-level impacts of the evictions, this 

concern should be addressed in consultation with the McMurray Métis community, recognizing that the 

RMWB still holds the 4.3 acres that made up the Clearwater Drive Road allowance, from which it 

evicted the Moccasin Flats Métis settlement. 

 After forcing out families from the Clearwater Drive road allowance, breaking up the 

Moccasin Flats community, and confiscating the last piece of Métis land in Fort McMurray, the 

Town did not end up selling the land to Northward. In the early 1980s, global oil prices 

plummeted as the energy and economic crises of the 1970s faded, and non-OPEC (Organization 

of the Petroleum Exporting Countries) sources of oil flowed into North America. For Syncrude 

and Suncor, the drop in oil prices dramatically undercut the economic viability of their 

production and led them to take big austerity measures to keep afloat. One of these moves was 

to transfer its Northward Developments Ltd. housing division to the private sector. In 1984 it 

turned Northward over to the Calgary based Aronovitch and Leipsic (A&L) Inc. property 

management company. Syncrude told Fort McMurray Today in 1984 that it hoped to sell off all of 

its Northward properties by 1989. In the economic context of the 1980s, Syncrude did not 

exercise its option to purchase the 4.3-acre road allowance and build the marina and 

restaurants described in the 1978 development agreement.252 

                                                
251 Anonymous participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, MF2018-
12-REC16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8. 
252 Brian Laghi, “Syncrude exiting housing market, hires private management firm,” Fort McMurray Today, July 4, 
1984. 
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6.4 Reconstruct the Snye Dike to Allow Water Flow 

 During interviews for this study and in our broader work with Elders in Fort McMurray, 

we often hear that the dike linking downtown Fort McMurray to MacDonald Island “killed” or 

“deteriorated” the Snye (Figure 19).253 Elders often describe the Snye as “dead”, meaning that 

one can no longer drink water freely and biodiversity (animal and plant life) has dramatically 

decreased relative to a historic pre-dike baseline. Interview participants recommended the 

construction of a culvert or bridge to allow for water to once again flow through the Snye, restoring 

the health of the ecosystem and affording Indigenous land use.254 

 
Figure 19: Willows Encroaching along the Snye, 2018255 

6.5 Address Housing Insecurity in RMWB: Homeless Shelter 

 Considering housing insecurity caused by the Moccasin Flats evictions which 

reverberates through generations, funding must be made available to address housing issues in the 

municipality. Specifically, one interview participant called for the construction of a Homeless 

                                                
253 E.g., Steve Shott, interview by Hereward Longley and Tara Joly, July 13, 2018, MF2018-10-C&I06, McMurray 
Métis CKK, p. 4. 
254 Cameron MacDonald, interview by Hereward Longley, June 5, 2018, MF2018-05-C&I13, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 9. 
255 Photo by Tara Joly, July 26, 2018. 
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Shelter in downtown Fort McMurray where the lagoon pond is today. Almer Waniandy 

explained the need for safe spaces for the homeless population in Fort McMurray: 

Well I think that it wouldn’t hurt them [the RMWB] to take away that pond that they 
put there. Take that right out of there and rebuild there. Put in a big building for the 
homeless. The homeless should have something right there in Moccasin Flats…I'm 
talking about this should be for Fort McMurray people that have nothing, and they’re 
out there in Fort McMurray living on the street and got nobody to come up and help 
them out, or nothing. It seems like there’s lots of them there, and they have no place to 
go. They don’t even let them in the malls. I see them kicking them out of the malls. 
Telling them, “You can’t come in here.” I mean what right do they have to let a person 
be out in the cold, and not to let them come up and warm up for a minute? I don’t care 
who you are, or what you are. These people got a right just as well as anyone else…I 
mean they got a couple of places where they let them go eat, but once they’re finished 
eating, they don’t stay there either, they got to move on. They don’t have no place to 
warm up, or actually sleep. Have a half-decent place where they can go and rest all day 
long and watch TV, or whatever everybody else does all day long, they don’t have that. 
They should have a place where they can go wash up and change clothes and do 
whatever they want. But no, they don’t.256 

6.6 Cultural Competency Education for Municipal Government and Industry 

 In line with the TRC Call to Action 57, in collaboration with Métis and First Nation 

communities, education programs must be implemented regarding cultural competency and the history 

of Métis (and all Indigenous) peoples in what is now the RMWB. As explained by an interview 

participant who is trained as an educator, this programming must be conducted with a goal of 

“dismantling of racist attitudes and systemic practices in policy within all levels of government 

and corporations that work in or with the northern Alberta oil and gas industry.”257 This 

education must be provided to health practitioners, educators, government officials, industry 

workers and proponents, child welfare officials, and judicial employees regarding “foundational 

knowledge of and ways to create positive relationships with Indigenous peoples”.258  

6.7 Further Research 

 Recognizing this study’s limitations (see Foreword), there is a need for further research 

regarding Moccasin Flats, other evictions in the municipality, and the RMWB’s bylaws. We 

                                                
256 Almer Waniandy, interview by Hereward Longley, March 31, 2018, MF2018-01-REC14, McMurray Métis CKK, 
p. 9. 
257 Anonymous participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, MF2018-
12-REC06, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8. 
258 Anonymous participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, MF2018-
12-REC16, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8. 
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recommend the following four additional lines of inquiry: 

 

6.7.1 Archaeological Study of Moccasin Flats 

 There is a need for an archaeological study of the Moccasin Flats site, with an eye not only 

to First Nation but also Métis-specific archaeological methods.259 Considering the centuries of 

occupancy at the site, an archaeological study is long overdue. This study should be community-

based. 

 

6.7.2 Genealogical Study of Families who lived at Moccasin Flats and their Descendants 

 This study draws on archival research and oral history to glean an accurate sense of the 

families who called Moccasin Flats home, with a specific eye to McMurray Métis histories. 

However, it was beyond the scope of this study to determine through genealogies the names of 

the descendants of all individuals who were evicted from Moccasin Flats. Therefore, we 

recommend the completion of a genealogical study, using this research as a starting point, to 

determine the names of all family members effected by the evictions. This genealogical study will 

help support compensation recommended in section 6.1. 

 

6.7.3 Study of Other Evictions in the RMWB, such as at Waterways and Cree Flats  

 Through this study it became clear that the Moccasin Flats evictions were part of a 

larger story of colonial dispossession of Indigenous peoples in what is now Fort McMurray and 

the RMWB more broadly. We recommend that the completion of an independent study of the 

other evictions in the region, including at Waterways, Cree Flats, and Short Street. 

 

6.7.4 Review of Municipal Bylaws for Discrimination 

 Finally, we recommend an independent, expert review of the RMWB’s municipal bylaws for 

potential discriminatory or racist policies. This review will inform actions to “repudiate concepts 

                                                
259 Supernant, "Archaeology of the Métis." 
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used to justify European sovereignty over Indigenous peoples and lands”260 that may be found in 

municipal bylaws, in line with the TRC Call to Action 47 (Table 7 above). 

 

6.8 Formal Apology 

 Alongside the actions outlined above, the actors responsible for the Moccasin Flats 

evictions must provide a formal apology to the former residents of Moccasin Flats. The majority 

of interview respondents expressed that official apologies are often weak and meaningless in 

and of themselves; apologies must accompany actions.261 However, because the history of the 

home and evictions at Moccasin Flats were forgotten,262 a formal apology must be provided to 

evicted families and to the broader community. 

 

Table 8: Avenues to Reconciliation 

1 Compensation for Evicted Families (including replacement of remaining trailer, land 
transfer, monetary compensation) 

2 Commemorate History: Monument at Moccasin Flats, Cultural Centre, and Remove 
Commemorations of Ted Mason and Chuck Knight 

3 Land Transfer: 4.3 acres to McMurray Métis Community  

4 Reconstruct the Snye Dike to Allow Water Flow (culvert or bridge) 

5 Address Housing Insecurity (e.g., constructing a Homeless Shelter) 

6 Cultural Competency Education for Municipal Government and Industry 

7 

Further Research:  
i. Archaeological Study of Moccasin Flats  
ii. Genealogical Study of Families who lived at Moccasin Flats and their Descendants 
iii. Study of Other Evictions in the RMWB, such as at Waterways and Cree Flats  
iv. Review of Municipal Bylaws for Discrimination 

8 Formal Apology regarding Evictions 

 
 

                                                
260 Truth and Reconciliation Canada, "Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final 
Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada." 
261 Anonymous participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, August 16, 2018, MF2018-
12-REC06, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 8. 
262 Anonymous interview participant, interview by Tara Joly, Hereward Longley, and Lucas Punko, June 1, 2018, 
MF2018-02-IMP10, McMurray Métis CKK, p. 5. 
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