
French explorer 
Samuel de Champlain 

created this map in 1612. 
(It’s missing P.E.I. completely!) 
Notice how the seas are filled 

with fish to encourage 
Europeans to sail over.

Public Dom
ain

FEATURE STORYFEATURE STORY

Mapping
canada

What does the territory we now call Canada look like?  
Depends who you ask … and when.

W e’re used to seeing maps that seem like we’re looking down on the land from above. And they 
often have things on them you can’t see in real life, like borders. Indigenous peoples have had 
their own ways of creating and passing on information about the land for countless generations. 

We don’t have many examples of early Indigenous maps, though, because they were usually drawn in the 
earth or snow, on bark or whatever else was around. Starting when they were very young, keepers of these 
maps memorized the details of vast areas and shared them, along with related stories. The first Europeans 
were amazed at how much these knowledge keepers knew and remembered. And of course it was the 
colonizers from abroad who started fencing off property and creating borders where Indigenous peoples 
treated the land as something to be shared, not divided up and owned. It’s important to remember that 
there are lots of ways to think about how we depict a place or show a route.
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A Cree man 

named Auchagah drew 
this map on bark for the French 

explorer Pierre Gaultier de la 
Vérendrye around 1730. It only shows 

what’s important — the lakes and 
rivers his people paddled to get from 

what we know as Lake Superior 
on to Lake Winnipeg and 

beyond.

This 1743 French map shows 
how little Europeans knew 
about the Arctic and what is 
now western Canada.

The Great Map was an enormous project by 
cartographer William Mackay. Published in 1834, 
it was the first printed map to show the whole 
interior of Nova Scotia. It was more of a good 
map than a great one, but it was still pretty 
impressive. This tiny portion of it shows the town 
of Lunenburg.
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A centuries-old mistake 
means there’s a tiny piece 
of the United States entirely 
surrounded by Canadian land 
(southeastern Manitoba and 
northwestern Ontario) and Lake 
of the Woods. The community 
is home to about 120 
Americans. Technically part 
of the state of Minnesota, it is 
known as Northwest Angle.

Isn’t this 1851 
map beautiful? 
Check out all 
the decorative 
touches.

Printers published maps of 
counties, like this one from 
1862, and collections called 
atlases. They made money two 
ways: charging businesses 
to be included and getting 
customers to pay for the 
finished product.
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The title of this 
1877 map assumes First 

Nations peoples have ceded (given 
up) all the land shown in colour, rather 
than agreeing to share it when treaties 
were made. Métis artist Christi Belcourt 
writes about travelling across Canada 
in the 1990s. She noticed how often 
the maps named settler towns, but 

not the nearby Indigenous 
communities. 

This style of map, 
known as a bird’s-
eye because of its 
viewpoint, was an 
extremely popular 
item to hang on a 
house’s walls in the 
late 1800s and early 
1900s.

A map’s scale shows how the size of something on the map relates to its size in the 
actual world. For instance, if a map has a scale of 1: 100,000, that means one centimetre 

on the map equals 100,000 centimetres, or one kilometre, in real life.
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The title of this 1877 map assumes First Nations 
peoples have ceded (given up) all the land 

shown in colour, rather than agreeing to share 
it when treaties were made. Métis artist Christi 
Belcourt writes about travelling across Canada 
in the 1990s. She noticed how often the maps 
named nearby settler towns, but not the nearby 

Indigenous communities. 

Tourist maps are nothing new. The one for eastern Ontario’s Thousand Islands 
region (above) dates back to 1898. The snowmobiler’s map of Quebec’s Saguenay-Lac 
St. Jean area (below) came out in 2019. These maps highlight things visitors would 

want to know when they're on vacation.
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The curvy lines you see on 
some maps connect points at 
the same height. When you see 
a lot of these contour lines 
close together, it means there’s 
a steep drop or climb in the 
landscape. They also show 
the shape of something like a 
mountain or canyon.

Many maps 
show how land is used 

for everything from mining to 
hiking. This one illustrates the 
amount of land being used to 
grow different grain crops in 

southern Alberta in 1915.

Insurance companies created 
incredibly detailed maps of Canadian 
cities, known as fire insurance 
plans. They showed the shape and 
height of every building, along with 
the material it was made from and 
what it was used for. And if people 
who were from Chinese, Japanese or 
Indian backgrounds used the building, 
the plan showed that, too.
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The border between Saskatchewan and 
Alberta is a straight line. although the 
one between Saskatchewan and Manitoba 
looks just as straight, it’s actually a 
series of west-north-west-north angles.

These maps, both from around 1910, show how differently Saskatchewan 
(above left) and Quebec (above right) laid out properties.

During the First World War, 
Canadian soldiers drew 

detailed maps showing their 
trenches — long tunnels open 
at the top — through France, 

Belgium and elsewhere. 

Public Dom
ain, Library and Archives Canada, M

cM
aster University

Public Dom
ain, Library and Archives Canada

12 KAYAK FEB 2022



For a long time, people believed this image, known as the Vinland Map, showed Norse 
settlements. That would have made it the earliest depiction of what is now North 
America, which made sense given that the parchment was almost 600 years old. But 
late in 2021, scientists proved the ink had ingredients that had been around for no 
more than a century. The map was a fake. 

Free maps like the one on the 
right became popular in the 
1940s. Governments gave them 
out to attract tourists. Gas 
stations gave them out to 
encourage drivers to stop for 
fuel at company locations.
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