
“A loud noise and a lot of smoke” – building the first Aura Ranger Station. 
 
By Peter Murphy, Bruce Mayer and Rod Wallace 
 
The Aura Ranger Station was among the first of the iconic ranger district headquarters 
constructed in the newly established Rocky Mountains Forest Reserve in Alberta. Running along 
the foothills between the Rocky Mountain National Parks on the west and the approximate 
4000-foot elevation contour on the east, it encompassed about 45,000 square kilometers when 
it was established in 1910. The Aura, or Ghost, district lay west of Calgary and north of the Bow 
River. Typical of the eastern-slopes forests, it was characterized by a mix of conifer forests 
interspersed with grasslands, all important for watershed protection along with provision of 
timber and open range grazing for livestock. 
 

 
 

The Aura Ranger Station in 1922. (Alberta Forest Protection Collection DFB 15999) 
 
George Creighton was a pioneer rancher who bought a homestead in the Ghost area around 
1885. His life and character were described by Laurie Johnson in the Cochrane and District 
History, sections of which are excerpted here. 
 



“One of the most colourful characters to settle in the Cochrane district was George Creighton, 
who came west from Ontario, where, in his youth he had worked on the Ottawa River log drives. 
He was a generous man and highly patriotic, but though there is no record of his having injured 
anyone, he could be fierce when he felt his rights or his territory were being invaded, and he 
would go to great lengths to scare away those he wanted to get rid of. 
 
“He homesteaded the W1/2 [Section] 28-26-5-5 and moved into the cabin built by Beaupre. In 
1876 Beaupre had come with his wife and squatted on the land beside the creek which bears his 
name. He built a little log cabin and a long low stable. The logs were skillfully dovetailed and the 
sod roofs were covered with troughed logs. He gathered together a little herd of cattle, but in 
1883 he sold out and moved away. Shortly after he left, George Creighton settled on the place. 
 
“In the late 1890s Creighton took horses to the Peace River country and packed for a survey party. 
It is believed that he went to the Klondike in the gold rush of 1898. After his return he hired 
Downey, in 1903, to build the large square house that used to stand on the Beaupre Creek Ranch.  
 

 
 

The George Creighton house on the Bar C Ranch, 1910. 
 (Alberta Forest Protection Collection DFB 02685) 

 
“Creighton’s great ambition was to own a thousand head of horses. With this in view, he bought 
the Le Sueur ranch, which from that time on, has carried the name of Creighton’s brand, the Bar 
C. The Bar C was ideally situated and blessedly remote before the building of the Forest Reserve 
road. In George Creighton’s day the Eau Claire [logging] road had been built south to Morley. The 
Bar C was almost encircled by creeks and rivers. 
 
“When the Forestry Department sent a man named Flack into Creighton’s territory to build a log 
ranger station at Aura Spring, Creighton burned the cabin and scared the man out of there. He 
felt justified in doing this because under the terms of his lease he was not to cut timber nor allow 
anyone else to do so. The Forestry Department then hired Archie Howard to move up to Aura 



Spring and build a cabin. At this time, I became slightly involved as both sides borrowed weapons 
from me. Archie Howard knew of Flack’s experience and asked me for my 32 revolver. He said he 
would need it for protection. Not long after, Creighton came and asked me if I had a 45 with black 
ammunition. I had just what he wanted – a gun which would make a loud noise and a lot of 
smoke. When he brought it back to me he said, “It worked!” No further attempt was made to 
build a ranger station there till after his death!  If Creighton wanted to get rid of anyone he could 
scare the hell out of them, he never swore, but he would get up in the night and roar around and 
roll the cylinder of his six-shooter.”  
 
This was an interesting story, but no date for the incident was given so we attempted to 
reconcile the story with available references. 
 
First were photographs taken by the Dominion Forestry Branch. There are several of the Ghost 
area with recorded dates of 1915 that included images of the house under construction. Second 
were the annual reports of the Auditor General, Canada, for the Department of the Interior. 
They show the following expenditures for Forestry Branch staff during this period. These are 
the listings for William Flack and Archie Howard. 
 

Year Ranger Duration hired Total Wages Positions 

1908-09 Neither listed    

1909-10 Flack, Wm. A. 56 days $224.00 Fire Ranger 

1910-11 Flack, Wm. A. 52.5 days $210.00 Fire Ranger 

1911-12 Flack, Wm. A. 
Howard, A.R. 

2.935 months 
9.5 months 

$220.12 
$912.50 

Fire Ranger 
Fire Ranger 

1912-13 Flack, Wm. A. 
Howard, A. R 

7.7 months 
10 months 

$770.30 
$1,000.00 

Fire Ranger 
Fire Ranger 

1913-14 Howard, A.R. 12 months $1,200.00 Forest Ranger 
Bow River Forest 

1914-15 Neither listed    

 
In 1913-14, Archie Howard may have begun bringing in logs for the buildings. This was his third 
and last year as a Ranger. The initial focus may have been to build the barn to accommodate 
the horses and supplies needed for building the house. The house could have been started in 
1914-15. The war-time effort probably meant less time for building, pushing completion into 
1915, making the building ready for the roofing as shown in the 1915 photos. 
 
So, George Creighton may well have “run off” Ranger William Flack from his prototype cabin at 
Aura Spring. This may have been in 1911-12, the season in which Flack worked only three 
months. At this time the photo of the George Creighton house in 1910 indicates that he himself 
had become well established. Creighton would understandably have been opposed to any 
perceived threat to his stake in the country. Flack, as a Fire Ranger, was a seasonal federal 
employee with a large area to patrol, so he may have been well inclined to leave to avoid a 
more serious confrontation. 



 
But the Ranger house and barn were nearing completion in 1915, so Ranger Archie Howard 
must have reached some type of accord with Creighton during their “armed” confrontation 
between Howard’s .32 revolver and Creighton’s .45 with “loud noise and a lot of smoke”. 
Perhaps “It worked” for Creighton to the extent that Archie Howard did not press the point at 
that stage. 
 
A possible scenario is that Archie Howard began bringing in logs for the buildings in1913-14. 
This was his third and last year as a Ranger. His initial focus may have been to build the barn to 
accommodate the horses and supplies needed for building the house. The house could have 
been started by his successor in 1914-15. The war-time effort probably meant less time for 
building that pushed completion into 1915, making the house ready for the roofing as shown in 
the 1915 photos. 
 
As Laurie Johnson explained, around this time George Creighton was deeply engaged in building 
his string of horses to one thousand. When the Great War began he directed his energies to 
providing horses for the war effort and donating many of them as his personal contribution. 
Unfortunately, Creighton became involved in a long drawn-out court case. He was acquitted, 
but as Laurie Johnson explained: “the stress and worry were too much for George Creighton 
and he died in March 1915”. Ironically, this was when the roof was being completed on the 
Aura Ranger Station house. 
 

 
 

Aura Ranger Station construction in 1915.   (Alberta Forest Protection Collection DFB 08953) 

 
 



        
 

Aura Ranger Station barn and construction in 1915.  
 (Alberta Forest Protection Collection DFB 08961)                                          


