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You may run into challenges when researching Indigenous history. One of these challenges 
could be that most documents in the archives that relate to Indigenous people were often 
times created or written by non-Indigenous people. Some of these documents are not 
explicitly clear on who wrote them, if they gained knowledge respectfully, or if it was 
created in collaboration with Indigenous people. This means that the records might not 
reflect how those Indigenous people identified themselves or how they’d interpret their 
own history.

Therefore we have to be careful in sharing the information from these documents and 
think critically before using it. Some specific things to be cautious about are that the 
document…

-Might have outdated beliefs, values, or terminology, it may reflect factually 
incorrect information, might be disrespectful
-We need to question, who wrote the document and what their motivation was. 
Where does their knowledge come from?

There is always the possibility that records were never created, were destroyed at some 
point in the past, or were never donated to the archives. Some records are also closed due 
to conservation concerns, donor-imposed restrictions, or privacy legislation.
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When researching, in order to find any documents that might provide traces of Indigenous 
history, you might have to use a variety of search terms, many of which are derogatory and 
inappropriate including: “Indian,” “Native,” “Nations” or “Halfbreed.” 

To locate schools records, potential search terms are “Residential,” “Mission,” and the 
names of all the residential schools in Alberta.

Searching known Indigenous family names like “Calliou,” “Campbell,” and “Testawich,” and 
identities: “Beaver,” “Cree,” and “Métis” might also be of use.

Because documents were often created by non- Indigenous peoples, it is very common to 
find one last name spelt many different ways or you may find one person having multiple 
first names which can also make things more difficult.
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I will be walking you through how to complete research on a specific individual using the 
South Peace Regional Archives website. 

I am focusing on researching specific individuals, if you are completing research to create a 
more general family tree there are other methods and sources that may be more beneficial 
to you.  I will be using my steps from researching Leo and Marie Ferguson, the Indigenous 
couple I created a biography on for our Cemetery Tour, as an example to guide you through 
the research process.

The databases I will be using are all found on the South Peace Regional Archives website 
and include surname files, community history books, fonds and blog posts, newspapers and 
photographs. 

While I will be focusing on how to research an Indigenous individual, these databases are of 
course very useful when researching anyone, weather they have Indigenous heritage or 
not.
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-Because documents were often created by non- Indigenous peoples, it is very common to 
find one last name spelt many different ways or you may find one person having multiple 
first names which can also make things more difficult. 

-This was the case with Leo Ferguson, who also had documents about him under the first 
name Leon. In addition to this, women were often referred to only by their husbands 
name, so while I did not find much, if any, information under “Marie Ferguson”, I was able 
to find slightly more under “Mrs. Leo Ferguson”. 

-The files in this database are not digitized and will require you to visit the archives once we 
are open to look at the documents in person, however it is very beneficial to do this 
research ahead of time so you know exactly what you are looking for when you visit
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-Most of these books are available at the library or you can access them in the archives 
reading room once we reopen. 

-A small selection of the books are also fully digitized, which is great as it means they are 
fully searchable, and you can access them at the top of the database webpage.

-It is important to keep track of which page number from which book you are looking for.

-Sometimes you might get a whole page or paragraph on the person you are researching, 
sometimes it is only one sentence on the page so it is important to thoroughly read 
everything as it could be easy to miss the name you’re looking for in these cases. 

-Again, if there are just one or 2 entries you would like to see from the community history 
books, we are able to provide them to you remotely. It’s when there are large amounts of 
entries such as with Leo Ferguson that you will have to come visit the archives in person. 
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-Thankfully the University of Calgary has digitized newspapers that predate 1950, so you 
will be able to access these newspapers using their website which I will show you how to 
get to. If you are looking for a newspaper from after 1950, you are able to access them on 
microfilm at the Library once they reopen and we have a small selection available at the 
archives.  

-To access the newspapers you will be redirected to the University of Calgary website, I 
normally duplicate the tab, so I can flip back and through to see which date/page the 
article is on. 

-The website can be a bit challenging to navigate because you cannot search up by date so 
it takes a lot of trial and error to find the information you are looking for but it is really 
rewarding when you finally do. I know the pool room article is on pg 371.  
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-Unfortunately I wasn’t able to find anything on Leo Ferguson in the finding aids, however I 
will still walk you through the process of locating the finding aids and how to determine 
what kind of artifacts they contain. 

-Type in Ferguson in Search Bar.

-You could also search up an organization or club the person you are researching was a part 
of and that might also yield results.

-The results that come up will either be our fonds or a blog post. The blog posts feature 
images that you would have likely already seen on Alberta on Record, so they may not 
contain any new information if you have already looked at photographs. 

-You simply click on the fond or blog post you are interested in and search using ctrl-F and 
search the name to see what the fond or blog post contains about this person. 

-If you do find something in our collection, it is very important to write down the location 
number, that way we are able to locate it when you visit the archives.
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-We have over 6000 of our photographs digitized on the Alberta on Record website which is 
available to everyone, our photographs make up a large portion of the photos on Alberta 
on Record which is really great. However there may be VERY rare instances that the photo 
you are looking for has not been digitized, in which case you will have to visit the archives 
in person once we open.

-Once again this will redirect you to a different website. 

-I started by searching up “Ferguson”. This led me to many photos of different people with 
the name Ferguson. I knew from the research information I had found out earlier that 
many of these Ferguson’s were related to Leo Ferguson through his brother St. Pierre 
Ferguson. I only found a couple photos of Leo Ferguson’s family, all of which were of some 
of his son’s at the Hermit Lake School. Unfortunately there were no photos of Leo to be 
found. 

-After this first search, I moved on to searching terms that had to do with their jobs, places 
they lived, and extracurricular activities. I searched up things like “Saskatoon” to find 
photos of lake Saskatoon, as well as “Hudson’s” to find photos of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company where Leo worked, and also “Timers” to see if there were photos of the club 
while Leo was President.
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-It is important to choose a search word that is specific i.e. using Saskatoon instead of Lake 
-Some of the digital objects have a fair bit of descriptive text with them as well so you may 
find some of the information you are looking for there.
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