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High-mountain cartography in Canada - Selected historic maps reviewed 
 

 
 
Introduction 
 
   Resting within the University of Alberta Libraries, William C. Wonders Map Collection, are numerous 
historic maps of Canada’s western Cordillera and the High Arctic. Some of the best examples of high-
mountain cartography in Canada are represented. Only a few selected historic maps will be reviewed. 
   The main focus will be on the methodology used to create these maps as well as highlight the 
Canadian pioneers who produced them. Notable high-mountain cartographers/surveyers, including A.O. 
Wheeler and M.P. Bridgland will represent mapping at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the 
twentieth century.  Relatively modern middle to late twentieth century mapping created by the National 
Research Council of Canada/McGill University and the Inland Waters Directorate will be represented. 
   These maps were not produced using modern day computer and satellite imagery and technology. 
Instead, these high-mountain cartographers relied on a variety of traditional cartographic skills and tools, 
survey cameras, theodolites to the more modern aerial survey techniques. 
   Mountain cartography was to them both the art and the science of making maps. 
 
 
Selkirk Range of British Columbia - The topographic surveys of A. O. Wheeler. 
 
    Arthur Oliver Wheeler's extensive report and a collection of maps was published by the Department of 
the Interior, Canada in 1904 under the title of "The Selkirk Range". The first volume of this two volume set 
was an extensive written report. The second  volume contained many reproductions of historic maps of 
surveys conducted in the past of the Selkirk Mountain Range. 



 
 

Figure 1. Panoramic photo showing a section of Selkirk Range from Napoleon Mountain. 
 
   Sketch maps, diagrams, panoramic photo views and a four panel topographical map of part of the 
Selkirk Range was published. This map was the result of extensive photo-topographic surveys conducted 
by Wheeler and others. As part of the introduction in the written volume, Wheeler makes the following 
views. 
 

    
Figure 2. Swiss guides in the Selkirks. 
 
Wheeler, A. O.  The Selkirk Range , Government Printing Bureau, Ottawa, 1905  Volume 1, Page V and VI 

“During the second year, the survey was extended 
southward to embrace all previous travel and exploration 
of the higher Selkirk summits and to enable a reliable 
guide map to be furnished to tourists and mountaineers.” 
 
“Owing to the great influx to our Canadian Alps, from all 
parts of the world, of those interested in mountains and 
mountain scenery, the subject has become one of great 
interest. Accurate maps and reliable information are 
frequently asked for, and on this account, if no other, the 
accompanying notes may be of use.” 
 
Respectfully submitted, Arthur O. Wheeler, Topographer, 
Department of the Interior, 1905 



 
   A. O. Wheeler in 1885 started receiving training in photo-topographical surveying then being applied by 
Dr. E. Deville, F.R.A.S., Surveyor General of Canada. This survey method was being applied extensively 
to the mapping of the Canadian Cordilleras. 
   The topographic map produced of the Selkirk Mountain Range is a fine example of that period for 
contours and shaded relief mapping. 
 
Whittaker, John A. (edited by)  Early Land Surveyors of British Columbia, The Corporation of Land Surveyors of the Province of 
British Columbia,1990 Page 145 

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 3. Detail of a sketch map showing topographic features. 



 
 
Figure 4.Detail of sketch showing ascent of Swiss and Rogers Peaks.  
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Title and detail of topographic map showing Geikie Glacier. 


