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Lesson Overview:
Students will use the September/October 2018 article and quiz from Canadian Geographic to learn about the 49th parallel, its 

history and why it is important to Canadians.

Grade Levels: 
7, 8, 9

Objectives:
•	 Students will learn about the 49th parallel

•	 Students will explore the purpose of a political border and the history of the 49th parallel

•	 Students will examine the 49th parallel from a historical, political, global and human perspective.

Materials:  
•	 September/October 2018 issue of Canadian Geographic

•	 Scrap paper or notebook

Connection to the Canadian Geography Framework:
Concepts of Geographic Thinking

•	 Patterns & Trends

•	 Interrelationships

•	 Geographic Perspective

•	 Spatial Significance

Inquiry Process

•	 Gathering and organizing information

•	 Interpreting and analyzing data

•	 Communication

Geospatial Skills

•	 Foundational elements
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Mapping 200 years of the 
border that defines us

49th49thThe 

parallel
The 49th. Few numbers are as immediately evocative to many Canadians. While it stretches more than 2,000 kilometres from 

Lake of the Woods in Manitoba to the Strait of Georgia in British Columbia, the 49th parallel is synonymous with our entire 
boundary with the United States. 

Interestingly, Hudson’s Bay Company proposed the latitude as the western line between land it had claimed and French 
territory in North America in 1714. It was more than 100 years later that the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 between the United 
Kingdom and the United States established the border from Lake of the Woods to the “Stony Mountains” (the Rockies). It was a simpler 
solution than the messy business of using the Missouri, Mississippi and Hudson Bay watersheds, the boundaries created when the United 
States bought the Louisiana Territory from the French in 1803. The awkward Northwest Angle in Lake of the Woods, which has no land 
connection to the United States and is the only portion of the contiguous 48 states north of the 49th, also remained. 

The westernmost Columbia District/Oregon Country remained jointly occupied until 1846, when the Oregon Treaty extended the 
straight border west to the Strait of Georgia, leaving all of Vancouver Island in British hands. The treaty created another geographical 
oddity: today’s Point Roberts, Wash., a 12.65-square-kilometre chunk of the United States only accessible by land through Canada.

Geographic inconsistency in relatively small measure, in fact, exists all along the border. Portions of the parallel were surveyed using 
19th-century methods that didn’t account for the Earth’s curvature, and as such, some surveyed locations are hundreds of metres off the 
geographical 49th. 

Regardless, the 49th is a big part of the longest undefended land border in the world. Near its midway 
point, it’s home to Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park, the planet’s first such protected area. 
Established in 1932 and now a UNESCO world heritage site, it combines Alberta’s 526-square-
kilometre Waterton Lakes National Park and Montana’s 4,051-square-kilometre Glacier National 
Park. It stands as one of many milestones of cooperation and friendly diplomacy that have 
become hallmarks of “the 49th.” 

*This map combines North America’s modern provincial and state borders and 
communities with historical regions relevant to the 1818 and 1846 establishment 
of the 49th parallel as the Canada-United States border.

POINT 
ROBERTS, WASH.

Just 35 kilometres south of downtown 
Vancouver on the Tsawwassen Peninsula, 

Point Roberts, home to about 1,300, has no land 
connection to the United States. It wasn’t until the 
Boundary Commission surveyed the border follow-
ing the 1846 Oregon Treaty that the British realized 
the area would be an American exclave. The Brit-
ish requested it become their territory, but to no 

avail. Since then, there has been periodic talk 
of ceding it to Canada, but it remains a 

49th parallel footnote. 

COLUMBIA 
DISTRICT/OREGON 

COUNTRY

“Fifty-four forty or fight!” So went the latitude- 
related slogan popularized by American president 

James Polk as he sought to end joint British-American 
control of the Columbia District (as it was known to the 

British)/Oregon Country (as it was referred to in the Unit-
ed States). The region was used extensively by Hudson’s 
Bay Company from the early 1800s and increasingly by 

American settlers beginning in the mid-1830s. The 
aggressive American campaign was a response to 

an earlier British rejection of a proposal  
to establish the border at the 49th  

parallel, where, of course, it  
ultimately settled.

WATERTON-GLACIER 
INTERNATIONAL  

PEACE PARK

Created to promote peace and goodwill between 
Canada and the United States, the park now also 
recognizes the 12,000-year Indigenous presence 
in the area through a third nation: the Blackfoot 
Confederacy. It also reinforces the international 
nature of wilderness and the huge importance 

of collaboration in its protection. It is home 
not only to this significant border land-

mark, but some of the most iconic 
scenery found anywhere 

along the 49th. 

LOUISIANA 
PURCHASE

The United States paid $15 million to France 
in 1803 to acquire the 2.14-million-square-

kilometre Louisiana Territory (which includes land 
from 15 present-day states and two provinces). At the 
time, it’s believed the area was home to about 60,000 
non-Indigenous people, half of whom were African 
slaves. In the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 

that established the 49th as a new boundary be-
tween British and American territories in North 

America, lands north of the parallel were  
exchanged for those south of it, ulti-

mately a net gain for our neigh-
bours to the south.   

NORTHWEST 
ANGLE

Blame American geographer John Mitchell. 
It was his 1755, ultimately inaccurate A Map 

of British and French Dominions in North America 
that was used to determine the boundary between 

American land and British territory in the 1783 
Treaty of Paris, which set the line “through the 
Lake of the Woods to the northwesternmost 

point thereof, and from thence on a due 
west course to the river Mississippi.” Left 

uncorrected in 1818, the area today 
known as the Angle is home 

to about 100.  
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Activity Implementation:
•	 Begin the activity by determining as a class what a border is. Then have students imagine what would happen if we 

didn’t have them. Ask students if political borders and physical borders follow the same rules.

•	 Using scrap pieces of paper or notebooks, have students divide a blank page into 4 squares and write the following 
headings for each square: historical, global, political, human/social. Either as a class or individually, read page 39 of 
the September/October 2018 issue of Canadian Geographic. As students are reading, have them make notes of the 
various perspectives on the 49th parallel according to the four sections. Allow time for students to share their  
thoughts with the rest of the class. 

•	 Have a class discussion about the 49th parallel and use the questions in the following section to help guide  
the discussion.

•	 Finally, either in groups or individually, complete the quiz on pages 40-48 to learn more about the 49th parallel. 
(Optional: use Kahoot to integrate technology and have students answer the quiz questions using their  
handheld device.)

Questions:  
1.	 How are political borders created and how do they differ from physical borders? 

2.	 What makes the 49th parallel unique from other borders?

3.	 What lies above and below the 49th parallel?

4.	 According to the article, what does the 49th parallel disregard? How does this influence our understanding of 
Canadian culture?

5.	 What makes political borders important? How do they play a role in national identity?

Extending Your Geographic Thinking:
Using an online map platform such as Google Earth, explore Canada’s political border and research the history of how Canada’s 
border was established. Have students research the history of another country’s border and ask them to create a Venn Diagram 
comparing the similarities and differences between Canada’s border and the border of their chosen country. Finally, have each 
student submit three quiz questions about their country of choice and create a class quiz for students to complete.

Modifications
•	 Display the article and quiz questions on the board for students to follow along while reading.

•	 Assign the article to students to read the night before, allowing them to review the article ahead of time. 
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parallel
The 49th. Few numbers are as immediately evocative to many Canadians. While it stretches more than 2,000 kilometres from 

Lake of the Woods in Manitoba to the Strait of Georgia in British Columbia, the 49th parallel is synonymous with our entire 
boundary with the United States. 

Interestingly, Hudson’s Bay Company proposed the latitude as the western line between land it had claimed and French 
territory in North America in 1714. It was more than 100 years later that the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 between the United 
Kingdom and the United States established the border from Lake of the Woods to the “Stony Mountains” (the Rockies). It was a simpler 
solution than the messy business of using the Missouri, Mississippi and Hudson Bay watersheds, the boundaries created when the United 
States bought the Louisiana Territory from the French in 1803. The awkward Northwest Angle in Lake of the Woods, which has no land 
connection to the United States and is the only portion of the contiguous 48 states north of the 49th, also remained. 

The westernmost Columbia District/Oregon Country remained jointly occupied until 1846, when the Oregon Treaty extended the 
straight border west to the Strait of Georgia, leaving all of Vancouver Island in British hands. The treaty created another geographical 
oddity: today’s Point Roberts, Wash., a 12.65-square-kilometre chunk of the United States only accessible by land through Canada.

Geographic inconsistency in relatively small measure, in fact, exists all along the border. Portions of the parallel were surveyed using 
19th-century methods that didn’t account for the Earth’s curvature, and as such, some surveyed locations are hundreds of metres off the 
geographical 49th. 

Regardless, the 49th is a big part of the longest undefended land border in the world. Near its midway 
point, it’s home to Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park, the planet’s first such protected area. 
Established in 1932 and now a UNESCO world heritage site, it combines Alberta’s 526-square-
kilometre Waterton Lakes National Park and Montana’s 4,051-square-kilometre Glacier National 
Park. It stands as one of many milestones of cooperation and friendly diplomacy that have 
become hallmarks of “the 49th.” 

*This map combines North America’s modern provincial and state borders and 
communities with historical regions relevant to the 1818 and 1846 establishment 
of the 49th parallel as the Canada-United States border.

POINT 
ROBERTS, WASH.

Just 35 kilometres south of downtown 
Vancouver on the Tsawwassen Peninsula, 

Point Roberts, home to about 1,300, has no land 
connection to the United States. It wasn’t until the 
Boundary Commission surveyed the border follow-
ing the 1846 Oregon Treaty that the British realized 
the area would be an American exclave. The Brit-
ish requested it become their territory, but to no 

avail. Since then, there has been periodic talk 
of ceding it to Canada, but it remains a 

49th parallel footnote. 

COLUMBIA 
DISTRICT/OREGON 

COUNTRY

“Fifty-four forty or fight!” So went the latitude- 
related slogan popularized by American president 

James Polk as he sought to end joint British-American 
control of the Columbia District (as it was known to the 

British)/Oregon Country (as it was referred to in the Unit-
ed States). The region was used extensively by Hudson’s 
Bay Company from the early 1800s and increasingly by 

American settlers beginning in the mid-1830s. The 
aggressive American campaign was a response to 

an earlier British rejection of a proposal  
to establish the border at the 49th  

parallel, where, of course, it  
ultimately settled.

WATERTON-GLACIER 
INTERNATIONAL  

PEACE PARK

Created to promote peace and goodwill between 
Canada and the United States, the park now also 
recognizes the 12,000-year Indigenous presence 
in the area through a third nation: the Blackfoot 
Confederacy. It also reinforces the international 
nature of wilderness and the huge importance 

of collaboration in its protection. It is home 
not only to this significant border land-

mark, but some of the most iconic 
scenery found anywhere 

along the 49th. 

LOUISIANA 
PURCHASE

The United States paid $15 million to France 
in 1803 to acquire the 2.14-million-square-

kilometre Louisiana Territory (which includes land 
from 15 present-day states and two provinces). At the 
time, it’s believed the area was home to about 60,000 
non-Indigenous people, half of whom were African 
slaves. In the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 

that established the 49th as a new boundary be-
tween British and American territories in North 

America, lands north of the parallel were  
exchanged for those south of it, ulti-

mately a net gain for our neigh-
bours to the south.   

NORTHWEST 
ANGLE

Blame American geographer John Mitchell. 
It was his 1755, ultimately inaccurate A Map 

of British and French Dominions in North America 
that was used to determine the boundary between 

American land and British territory in the 1783 
Treaty of Paris, which set the line “through the 
Lake of the Woods to the northwesternmost 

point thereof, and from thence on a due 
west course to the river Mississippi.” Left 

uncorrected in 1818, the area today 
known as the Angle is home 

to about 100.  
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Assessment Opportunities
•	 Assess student learning based on their participation in class discussions after the article has been read.

•	 Students can assess their own understanding of the article based on the notes they made while reading the article.

•	 Students can self-reflect on what they learned by participating in the class discussion and taking the quiz.

Sources and Additional resources
•	 Kahoot (kahoot.it)

•	 Google Earth (earth.google.com)
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Mapping 200 years of the 
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49th49thThe 

parallel
The 49th. Few numbers are as immediately evocative to many Canadians. While it stretches more than 2,000 kilometres from 

Lake of the Woods in Manitoba to the Strait of Georgia in British Columbia, the 49th parallel is synonymous with our entire 
boundary with the United States. 

Interestingly, Hudson’s Bay Company proposed the latitude as the western line between land it had claimed and French 
territory in North America in 1714. It was more than 100 years later that the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 between the United 
Kingdom and the United States established the border from Lake of the Woods to the “Stony Mountains” (the Rockies). It was a simpler 
solution than the messy business of using the Missouri, Mississippi and Hudson Bay watersheds, the boundaries created when the United 
States bought the Louisiana Territory from the French in 1803. The awkward Northwest Angle in Lake of the Woods, which has no land 
connection to the United States and is the only portion of the contiguous 48 states north of the 49th, also remained. 

The westernmost Columbia District/Oregon Country remained jointly occupied until 1846, when the Oregon Treaty extended the 
straight border west to the Strait of Georgia, leaving all of Vancouver Island in British hands. The treaty created another geographical 
oddity: today’s Point Roberts, Wash., a 12.65-square-kilometre chunk of the United States only accessible by land through Canada.

Geographic inconsistency in relatively small measure, in fact, exists all along the border. Portions of the parallel were surveyed using 
19th-century methods that didn’t account for the Earth’s curvature, and as such, some surveyed locations are hundreds of metres off the 
geographical 49th. 

Regardless, the 49th is a big part of the longest undefended land border in the world. Near its midway 
point, it’s home to Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park, the planet’s first such protected area. 
Established in 1932 and now a UNESCO world heritage site, it combines Alberta’s 526-square-
kilometre Waterton Lakes National Park and Montana’s 4,051-square-kilometre Glacier National 
Park. It stands as one of many milestones of cooperation and friendly diplomacy that have 
become hallmarks of “the 49th.” 

*This map combines North America’s modern provincial and state borders and 
communities with historical regions relevant to the 1818 and 1846 establishment 
of the 49th parallel as the Canada-United States border.

POINT 
ROBERTS, WASH.

Just 35 kilometres south of downtown 
Vancouver on the Tsawwassen Peninsula, 

Point Roberts, home to about 1,300, has no land 
connection to the United States. It wasn’t until the 
Boundary Commission surveyed the border follow-
ing the 1846 Oregon Treaty that the British realized 
the area would be an American exclave. The Brit-
ish requested it become their territory, but to no 

avail. Since then, there has been periodic talk 
of ceding it to Canada, but it remains a 

49th parallel footnote. 

COLUMBIA 
DISTRICT/OREGON 

COUNTRY

“Fifty-four forty or fight!” So went the latitude- 
related slogan popularized by American president 

James Polk as he sought to end joint British-American 
control of the Columbia District (as it was known to the 

British)/Oregon Country (as it was referred to in the Unit-
ed States). The region was used extensively by Hudson’s 
Bay Company from the early 1800s and increasingly by 

American settlers beginning in the mid-1830s. The 
aggressive American campaign was a response to 

an earlier British rejection of a proposal  
to establish the border at the 49th  

parallel, where, of course, it  
ultimately settled.

WATERTON-GLACIER 
INTERNATIONAL  

PEACE PARK

Created to promote peace and goodwill between 
Canada and the United States, the park now also 
recognizes the 12,000-year Indigenous presence 
in the area through a third nation: the Blackfoot 
Confederacy. It also reinforces the international 
nature of wilderness and the huge importance 

of collaboration in its protection. It is home 
not only to this significant border land-

mark, but some of the most iconic 
scenery found anywhere 

along the 49th. 

LOUISIANA 
PURCHASE

The United States paid $15 million to France 
in 1803 to acquire the 2.14-million-square-

kilometre Louisiana Territory (which includes land 
from 15 present-day states and two provinces). At the 
time, it’s believed the area was home to about 60,000 
non-Indigenous people, half of whom were African 
slaves. In the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 

that established the 49th as a new boundary be-
tween British and American territories in North 

America, lands north of the parallel were  
exchanged for those south of it, ulti-

mately a net gain for our neigh-
bours to the south.   

NORTHWEST 
ANGLE

Blame American geographer John Mitchell. 
It was his 1755, ultimately inaccurate A Map 

of British and French Dominions in North America 
that was used to determine the boundary between 

American land and British territory in the 1783 
Treaty of Paris, which set the line “through the 
Lake of the Woods to the northwesternmost 

point thereof, and from thence on a due 
west course to the river Mississippi.” Left 

uncorrected in 1818, the area today 
known as the Angle is home 

to about 100.  
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