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EDITOR'S NOTE

The present issue of PrairieForum is introduced by an essay on William Kurelek,
in which Andrew Molloy explores the tensions between regionalism and national
ism as he sees them expressed in the intensely emotional grass-roots work of that
artist. There follows a description of the nineteenth-century "Grass Fire Era" in
southern Manitoba, which W.F. Rannie interprets as a consequence of the fur
trade, of encroaching agriculture, and of travellers' carelessness.

Shirley Musekamp has put together significant excerpts from journals pertain
ing to the Sheppard ranch in Alberta, as well as associated photographs, in an
effort to demythologize the early days of ranching by relying on individual
accounts and by highlighting the circumstances of everyday labour.

The remaining three articles deal with farming exclusively. Simon Evans gives
us an analysis of the contemporary ranching situation, characterized by a rapid
change due to socio-economic evolution, increased urban encroachment, and
shifting perceptions. Robert Irwin then addresses the controversy surrounding the
Canadian Wheat Board by delving into its origins and by examining the structures
involved in the grain trade as they have related to farmers' interests. Finally, K
Bessant and E. Monu give us a detailed analysis of the attitudes and motivations
which set apart men and women looking for off-farm employment in agricultural
Manitoba.

We also have a Forum. Edited by Royden Loewen, this is an account of a round
table discussion held at the May 2000 annual meeting of the Canadian Historical
Association in Edmonton. The discussants critiquedJon Cjerde's 1997 book Minds
of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural Middle West, 1830-1917, in terms of
the applicability of its American content to the Canadian context; the author pro
vided a response which concludes this Forum.

Patrick C. Douaud
Editor-in-Chief
University of Regina





Art, Culture, Regionalism and the Representational Populist
Ressentiment of William Kurelek

Andrew Molloy

"In the end, the art of the past is being mystified because a privileged minority is striving to invent a
history which can retrospectively justify the role of the ruling classes, and such a justification can no

longer make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitably, it mystifies."

John Berger, Ways ofSeeing (1972)

ABSTRACT. This article explores the cultural, artistic and political treatment of a transitional western
Canadian artist within the larger context of the centralizing tendencies of an "eastern-dominated" fed
eral state. In the process, various theories of art and society are explored in order to sharpen under
standing of the "popular culture order of things" that dominates much of Western society today.

SOMMAIRE. Le present article explore le traitement culturel, artistique et politique d'un artiste de tran
sition dans l'ouest du Canada, dans le contexte plus general des tendancescentralisantes d'un etat
federal dont l'autorite penche al'est. On y passe en revue diverses theories de l'art et de la societe dans
le but de mieux faire comprendre la culture populaire qui domine la societe occidentale contemporaine.

This article focuses upon many aspects ofwhat we commonly refer to as culture.
My objective is to marry the federal government's attempt to create a national artis
tic culture in Canada, through cultural agencies such as the Canada Council, with
the profound sense of regional artistic consciousness found in the West as repre
sented by the formative work of William Kurelek. Kurelek's work represents a cele
bration of the ressentiment of a region which operates at the margins of the
Canadian state - economically, politically and even artistically. The term ressenti
ment is used by Nietzsche to describe a spirit of revenge, a drive that festers in the
weak who seek vengeance against the strong and the privileged. It can also be used
to denote a reactionary state in which "the mass," unable to create values for itself,
merely reverses the values of the "higher types." Both forms of ressentiment are pres
ent in western populist discourse and have helped to create political, social and
economic projects as well as a regional "false consciousness."

Marx argued that "false consciousness" grew out of a particular mode of pro
duction associated with the base structure of society. In any economic system, those
who control the modes of production will be the movers and shakers of the socie
ty; their thinking, values and perspectives will be dominant. All social and cultural
forms of expression such as art will develop as a product of the dominant mode of



production. The maintenance of any system is also dependent on the existence of
an ideology that functions to prevent these dispossessed of any economic system
from seeing their real relationship to power structures. Ideology produces a "false
consciousness" of oneself and one's relationship to history, and works best when it
is not detected.

When the centralizing tendencies of state ideology break down, however, as a
result of cyclical regional economic conditions, political ressentiment can develop.
Cultural-political ressentiment can thus become the basis for a concept of regional
cultural studies as a strategy of resistance to the ideological hegemony of the
national state. This article represents one such exploration.

The Uses of Culture

It is a truism to say that one can no longer speak of a distinction between high
and low culture. This is to the good. Culture has opened up from the intellectual
scratching of Plato's cave to the nearest video mansion. The traditional class nature
of culture which often glorified the social system and its priorities has been exploit
ed over a period of time so class authority is not as overt as it once was. From the
food we eat through the clothes we wear to our physical environment, everything
is proper grist for the mill. We live the multi-ethnic experience at the most super
ficial (sophisticated?) level because of the crossculturallevels of daily interaction
and commodification in our society. That old standby, class authority, can no
longer speak of universal rationality, intelligence or truth because it is seen to be a
product of nineteenth-century history.

The feminist movement goes even further in arguing that the traditional
notions of rationality and truth are themselves oppressive devices. We cannot agree
any more on how to communicate because rationality, truth and intelligence are
the necessary standards by which we communicate; they are built into the nature
of what it is to speak and think. If you think and speak at all, you are already in a
situation where the canons of rationality, truth and intelligence apply; but these do
not themselves substitute for a particular dogmatic theology. This is what makes
current discussions of culture so fascinating.

After all, the era in which we live is supposedly post-historical, post-modern and
post-contemporary. And what we are all "post" is rationality and intelligence. The
idea is that reason has subverted itself. It was all a massive self-deception to think
that we could discover the truth about the real world; rather, there are just sub-
jects, objects and power relations. Culture is used as a significant part ofpower rela
tions. By this I mean culture to be "a whole social order ... in [which] styles of art
and kinds of intellectual work are seen as the direct or indirect product of an order
primarily constituted by other social activities."?

This is the materialist conception of culture. It has little to do with the culture of
the "informing spirit," but rather refers to the perceived state of societal reality. What
is culture, after all, but a fuzzy, self-aggrandizing term that really signifies little except
the importance of the privileged object? To give the object a value is artificial in char
acter, and in many instances undermines the intended purpose for the object. The
control of the object is, after all, rarely in the hands of the creator because of the his
torical nature of the production process. To the extent that the creative purpose is
evident at all as something culturally significant, it must be seen as a residual forma
tion rather than an active agent of social change or even social awareness.



In his seminal essay, "The Work ofArt in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,"
Walter Benjamin (1962) carefully explains how the spiritual value of a work dimin
ishes with its constant commercial reproduction, to the point where the historical
and contextual meaning is defined by whoever is using it. This is an important
insight because what has always been lacking is an analysis which seeks to unite an
economic perspective with a cultural one and which provides us with an under
standing of the workings of cultural capitalistic formations.

Benjamin proved prophetic in warning us that the battle was not over. We could
all buy reproductions of the paintings hanging in the rich art collector's house, but
we should be aware of the economic exploitation ofhigh art in the marketing of con
sumer goods and services. Economic and artistic accessibility has economic draw
backs as well as advantages; as a consequence, traditional art forms which have been
appropriated to sell products have to some extent lost the powerful artistic imagi
nation that went into the creation of such work. This, as Benjamin and others have
pointed out, provides a dual benefit for the dominant social relations in our society.

High culture is still glorified by many institutions and cultural agencies in our
society, while traditional art is packaged and sold democratically to the consumers
of the market place. In the process, the meaning behind the work of art is lost for
the majority of citizens, and thus remains an aesthetic pursuit for the elite. As
Raymond Williams points out, "works of art themselves is [sic] of course a category
and not some natural objective description."

We can appreciate how difficult it is to get at the meaning of a work of art by
examining the work of William Kurelek and his critics. Kurelek's life and work are
so germane to a better understanding ofwestern Canadian culture and society that
his paintings have become part of our national Canadian identity. This is not a neg
ligible accomplishment when one considers the centralized nature of the political
and social systems in this country.

Most Canadians would identify Kurelek as a painter of often romantic child
hood scenes such as children playing hockey in winter or adults engaged in logging
activities in the spring. Kurelek is supposedly to painting what the "hewers of
wood, drawers of water" imagery is to Canadian economic history. An essay by
Ramsay Cook in Quebec, Canada and the Uses ofNationalism (1986) tends to support
this romantic central Canadian perspective on Kurelek, even while pointing out
the artist's personal trials. Patricia Morley's biography of Kurelek contains the ele
ments of an opposite attraction: a wealth of detail is provided, but a social and
political theory is lacking. I would argue that the lesser known, darker side of
Kurelek's work really represents the regional nature of Canada as under-repre
sented, economically repressed social and political constructs. While it is not com
mon practice to discuss art as though one were discussing economic or political his
tory, there are some very important similarities that should not be missed.

The artwork of a William Kurelek provides a fresh perspective as well as an
important access for those who wish to understand the regional nature of Canada.
Kurelek may not be the only artist that one could point out as being regionally
inclined artistically; but as we will see later, his paintings personified his life strug
gles on the Prairies, in Britain and in Ontario. Though the analysis which follows
focuses specifically on Canadian cultural formations as borne out by the questions
of art, cultural commodification and regionalism, I hope that the result will be
helpful in understanding the technical reproduction of the system itself.



The point has often been made that Canada is a technologically constituted
state. As a former colony of Great Britain and currently heavily dependent on the
United States for economic security, Canadian life is constantly focused on the out
side influences that affect our country. One of the earliest forms of such depend
ency is chronicled through the classic history of Harold Innis, one of Canada's
foremost economic historians. Innis advocated holding on to Canada's European
heritage as a bulwark against American imperialism.

The constant struggle that ran throughought Innis' work was the overwhelming
need for a balance between time and space. Through the use ofwhat Innis referred
to as space-binding and time-binding technologies, such as our transportation sys
tems and our mass media, our regions were able somewhat to overcome geo
graphical, climatic, economic, linguistic and ethnic obstacles to Confederation.
Canadians have created government institutions to approximate what other coun
tries have developed over a longer period of time and usually under much more
difficult political circumstances. That said, however, our attempts to develop a uni
form cultural identity have largely failed because we have not been able to match
what has essentially been a laissez-faire approach to the free flow of media with the
perceived need to create a more substantial sense of cultural nationalism.

What has emerged as a result of this problematic is a series of elite cultural insti
tutions such as the Canada Council, which by controlling or at best curbing artis
tic expression along whatever lines are deemed to be acceptable at the time, have
substantially reduced the potential for transferring regional experience into
national identity. Regional artistic experience has always been a marginalized ele
ment in Canada because of the obvious observation that most of our leading cul
tural institutions have been located in central Canada; and this has had dislocating
effects upon non-marketed artistic expression in the rest of the country. In this
sense the historical populist ressentiment which I explore elsewhere is also present
in the failure to create a regionally sensitive cultural policy towards the outer
regions of Canada.

Power in contemporary Canada rests with those more concerned with accessi
bility and capital than with quality and aesthetics. The rationale for this type of
thinking can be found in the articulation of problems between art and society and
the relationship between art and culture. Art and culture are implicitly the servants
of capital in being made up primarily of, but not entirely reducible to, economic
materials and motivation.

Art Historiography

The rationale for most of the cultural industries in Canada can be traced back
to the Massey Commission of 1950. Formed as a discursive counterweight to British
prototypes, the commission undertook a number of managerial initiatives to rectify
the state of the arts in the 1940s. Rather than illuminate the absolutely key differ
ences that exist between conservative and liberal arguments in favor ofgovernment
support for the arts, the commission chose, predictably enough, to organize its
representation of the issues in terms of a simple pro- and anti-interventionist
dichotomy. The commission also worked with an entirely conventional definition
of what constituted art: "high" forms of art, such as romantic representational
painting, were preferred because such work had already been appropriated to glo
rify the dominant elite's values, attitudes and social relations of production.



No one would be offended by such work because it was deemed to be valuable
and respectable; and because such work is often removed from its historical con
text, no one could really be offended by an innocuous stylistic presentation.
Adorno, in one of his most important articles, "Valery Proust Museum," argues that
museums and mausoleums are connected by more than phonetic association:
"Museums are the family sepulchres of works of art."?

What are traditional museums after all but the richly decorated mausoleums of
historical elites? The Massey Commission favoured not only traditional forms of art
but also traditional institutions to proclaim such art: thus the dominant social rela
tions are not only preserved but strengthened by such acts.

The Massey Commission's chief recommendation, appropriated and constructed
at the executive and managerial levels, was the creation of the Canada Council.
The Council was established in 1957 to "foster and promote the study and enjoy
ment of, and the production of works in the arts, humanities and social sciences";
and a measure of independence was guaranteed.' Many artists welcomed the
Commission's findings without recognizing how far its mandate was political as well
as cultural. This, at an almost unconscious level, formalized the institutionalization
of the arts in Canada, and two basic paradigms emerged. The first occurred within
the infrastructure of the Canada Council, which seemed to include only those with
the literary credentials. So while it fostered a modest program to keep artists work
ing, it reflected little more than the necessity of fostering its own creative members.
The second paradigm would develop as a result of the grant application process,
and the type of subsidized art which the federal agency favoured. Thus the
Council's conception of art could really be constituted as not only institutionalized
practice but as a new set of power relations over the subsidized artist; if an artist
wanted to qualify for a grant, certain bureaucratic as well as artistic practices had
to be refined to the point that the work of art, even if it was deemed to be experi
mental and challenging, took on the appearance of a contrived result.

It is not an exaggeration to point out that with the creation of the Canada
Council, a new institution of power was developed along with a new discourse.
Indeed, the new institution of power and the new discourse were interdependent.
If one could speak of "grant writers" in terms of subsidized writers in the past, we
now had the slow development of the "grant artist" as a new discourse.

It is my contention that the Canadian institutionalization of art as represented
by the Massey Commission represented the emergence of a new discourse which
we define popularly enough as Canadian art. Canadian art after all is not only the
cultural production and reproduction of the natural evolution of certain historical,
geographical, ethnic or climatic circumstances, but also the selective commodifi
cation and/or institutionalization of artists and artistic formations. So if the first
paradigm regarding the institutionalization of art in Canada can be seen in the cre
ation of the Canada Council, the second paradigm is what has resulted from the
deep ideological intertwining of art and cultural agencies in Canada. This histori
cal process has been well summed up by George Woodcock, when he refers to "the
kinds of pressures that emerge when politicians confuse art with politics and talk
of democratization of culture, or when bureaucrats attempt to impose on the arts
as 'cultural industries. "'5

While many aesthetic traditionalists such as Woodcock observed the "collaring"
of institutionalized art as the result of ignorant players, they failed to understand



the deep ideological complicity that autonomous art shares with institutions of the
Canadian state. It is my conviction that a kind of functionalist hypothesis of high
culture has helped to arrest the actual affiliations which act between the world of
ideas and scholarship, on the one hand, and the world of politics, corporate and
state power, on the other. These affiliations have so restricted the artistic vision that
a negative doctrine has been created as a result, based on the idea that the public
is best left ignorant when it comes to understanding that art and artists are cultural
commodities, and that whatever artistic questions are posed should be left to
experts and those individuals known as "insiders."

An ."insider" is, to use the term first given wide social approbation by Walter
Lippman in "Public Opinion and the Phantom Public" (1927), a person who is sup
posedly endowed with the special privilege of knowing how things work and, more
importantly, ofbeing close to power. Art becomes a cultural commodity used by the
expert and the insider to champion the kind of work which does not hurt their
respective positions. The artist, who was supposed to be freed under the auspices
of a cultural agency, is in effect hired on as a kind of "cultural worker" to the
experts and insiders.

Let us turn again to the formation of the Canada Council for evidence of this
cultural domination. Soon after its creation, the Council began to follow three
lines of policy which tended to diminish the independence of the artist and to
direct the arts in the direction of a centralized, narrow nationalism. The first line
of policy involved the limitation on granting aid to artists who were not Canadian
citizens; this logically narrowed the artistic experience available to Canadians, and
therefore creativity itself. The second policy lay in the creation of artists' organiza
tions. Under the Canada Council's leadership these organizations became exten
sions of the national bureaucracy in the arts, controlled less by artistic inclination
than by the perceived need to thoroughly "professionalize" the arts. Artists, like
other information specialists, created their own language; and public alienation
arose in the process. This process worked both for and against the artist. Dissident
themes could occasionally slip through, because ideological control was usually
informal and did not always work with perfect effect. However, because the
increased inaccessibility of the artistic language limited public participation, the
power of an artist's work was diminished in the marketing of the product to an elite
grouping, whose experiences were substantially different from the artist's."

Finally the creation of the art bank led to the establishment of bureaucratic cri
teria as to what kinds of art could be purchased, and hence encouraged what may
not. Both public and private art gallery curators have been known to grant their
artists some modicum of independence to minimize the appearance and actual
degree of overt coercion; and artists have sometimes successfully been able to oper
ate as if they were independent. But this rather romantic idea of the productive
artist is more myth than reality. Myths do, however, have an effect on society and
thus serve as sources of power. In Michel Foucault's parlance, the state of the art
became the art of the state, an organizing principle whose main elements include
bureaucratic rationality, public projects, and economic values.

When one adds centralizing state tendencies to this social theory mixture, the
artist's power is not only diminished but misdirected. After all, the intimate locali
ty of the regions and the locality of the world are likely to have more reality for
artists than the political abstraction of an ill-defined federal state. This is why it was



considered important for cultural agencies such as the Canada Council to be able
to militate against the more natural tendencies of artists to be regionally affiliated.
A set of organizing principles was needed in the area of art and culture, in the same
way that the economy or the political system had to be structured. The Canada
Council was a formative part of these organizing principles; so was the emergence
of corporate artistic capitalism in the 1960s. Taken together, these developments
masked the more subversive, resistant tendencies of art as a mitigating force
opposed to cultural capitalism.

It is important to remember that we are not discussing the construction of a
propaganda model in regard to state public or private capital, but rather the evo
lution of a pronounced style which flowed from cultural agency to the actual show
ing of a piece of work, as in a vertically integrated corporation.

This style could be recognized through the correlation of new formal features
in culture with the emergence of a new type of social life and a new economic
order: what is often referred to as a post-industrial, consumer society.

The 1960s were in many ways a key transitional period because of the erosion
of the distinction between high culture and popular culture. Many new Canadian
artists became fascinated with the whole media technoscape of American advertis
ing and network programming. The airport "paper-back" novel became one of the
artistic symbols of that time. People no longer quoted the classical texts of Proust,
Joyce or Mahler as much as they incorporated them, to a point where the line
between high art and commercial forms seemed increasingly hard to draw. Thus,
this type of culture is situated in three areas: production, consumption and com
modification. Production, as filtered through the art institutions, is controlled by
the curator who sets the agenda for how a particular piece of work will be shown.
It is not a value-free process as the spatial, material, financial and time constraints
will attest. Consumption has less to do with a particular form of art than how it is
going to be disseminated to its audience as a commodity.

The point is to transmit art under a sign that can embrace the spirit of the day.
Thus, the artistic sign in Canada was an institutional one. What came about, in
brief, was that the very variety of competing categories of art has made each of the
categories non-exclusive: expressionism, social realism, abstraction - each is to be
seen as a human construct, a system developed by a particular society to meet its
purposes at a given time. As Williams clearly understood, "Certain forms of social
relationships are deeply embodied in certain forms of art."? They were not, that is
to say, fixed structures inherent in reality, but different ways of looking at reality.
We are dealing here with a means of symbolic action; so it becomes a matter of see
ing which category can muster the most supporters.

Now this may seem like a straightforward collection of truisms, but in fact it
reflects the Canadian productive style. If one wished, the art boom of the 1960s
could be traced back to the Canadian state's nineteenth-century mercantile strategy
of accumulation. The fusion of art and capital led to the culture of the day; they
were never separate. The Canadian patron of the nineteenth century could see his
work without the presence of the art specialist. This was the age of the icon or
monument to the Canadian elite: the process of commodification was therefore
quite apparent to anyone who chose to recognize it. This type of formalistic art
would be ridiculed today, by Canadian cultural agencies such as the Canada
Council as well as by corporate art consultants (usually former curators), as drab,



gloomy representational work. The values, attitudes and beliefs that lie behind
such work do not disappear but rather are transferred to another artistic category.
Indeed popular culture, historically a target for criticism on both aesthetic and
political grounds, has been embraced by government cultural agencies and corpo
rations as a weapon in the battle of imagery.

To the institutionalized art community, art and culture are basically questions
of market ability and salesmanship. Of course, art as an aspect of life and culture
is no less relevant or necessary as a symbolic system for humans in action. The point
is that art and culture have been transformed by the state through public and pri
vate capital, with a mixture of institutionalization and public relations. What then
can we truthfully say about the emancipatory potential of art outside of the "iron
cage of bureaucracy" as per the Canada Council, or the dictates of corporate capi
talist culture in Canada? Can art really provide an emancipatory framework for our
sociology of culture?

Populist Ressentiment

One intriguing direction that has yet to be followed upon was the attempt by a
Marxist writer, Barry Lord, to create a "people's art history of painting in Canada"
in 1974. Lord argued persuasively that Canadians should look to progressive
European thought as this was applied to painting, because of the dynamic working
class history that has often been associated with much of the great art work of the
past. It was hoped that by developing an alternative artistic history there could be
"an art of the people again, an art that reflects our people and places, and is some
times consciously anti-imperialist in its outlook."

As an artistic dependency theorist, Lord equated Canada's colonial past and
neo-colonial present with a lack of public knowledge regarding the importance of
culture in agenda setting:

Our rulers have kept us ignorant of our proud history, and even less
informed about the history of our culture. This is no accident: a nation
without a culture has no future at all. Knowing the history of our art as a
part of the heroic struggles of our people is a powerful weapon in the
hands of a colonial people."

Art is therefore not just a tool of the authorities: it refines our sensitivity to cul
tural differences and reinforces our ability to analyze our society. Lord further
argues for an anti-institutional approach to the study of art as an antidote to
authoritarian patterns of knowledge, production and consumption, which have
made art a privileged concern for elite governance. This anti-institutional
approach means amongst other things that multiple readings of paintings would
be encouraged among the public rather than having a work of art labeled and ana
lyzed for us as a kind of "prepackaged" consumer product.

Some critics have derided Lord for "a rather clumsy nationalist-Marxist attempt
to reinterpret the history of Canadian art.'?" This attempt to develop a political the
ory of art as living, working-class history should be respected, if for nothing else
than the intellectual ambition that went into such a project. While Lord can be
faulted for bringing too much of a mechanical, determinist approach to his theo
ry of art, little else in the way of such research has been developed along similar
lines in Canada. More so, the intent of Lord's work directs us to the possibility of
creating a sociology of Canadian art and artists not only as alternative studies to



more conventional treatments, but as a methodology for the articulation of regional
peculiarities within a political economy framework.

Kurelek

I have chosen William Kurelek's regional artistic vision in order to illustrate the
regional resentment that acts as a touchstone to much of the troubled political life
in this country. Kurelek has recently been described as one of those "children of
the West" who "have a natural affinity for the West, the source of their physical and
cultural roots."!' This natural affinity allowed Kurelek to breathe artistic nuance
into what we now consider to be stereotypical western Canadian life. The flowing
wheat fields, the iconography of the grain elevators, the endless sky ribboned with
particular cloud formations, the ethnic heritage, and especially the solitary incon
sequential individual, have almost all become artistic "patents" for Kurelek's struc
tures of perception.

Part preacher, part shaman, Kurelek presented the life struggles of individuals
living, working and dying in the prairie "landscape of the mind." He did this in a
non-alienating way by combining the familiar images that he etched on canvas with
a traditional European artistic style which was quite accessible to everyone. As R.
Douglas Francis points out, "Kurelek's paintings appeal to a wider audience pre
cisely because they go beyond the particular to capture a world and a feeling that
is more than the artist's alone.'?"

It is the locality of Kurelek's thought which, after all, provided so much of the
aesthetic power to otherwise mundane topics. Many other painters such as Bosch,
Bruegel, Goya and Van Gogh had successfully transferred the physical hardships of
working life into artistic creations. Kurelek made his own unique contribution to
that artistic tradition through the painting equivalent of social theory: the aesthetic
project. The following quotation is a good approximation:

A regional painter, Kurelek is, like the best of regionalists, able to
embrace and express a place and its people. Equally, however, a good
regionalist is one who is able to be a universalist, using the familiar and
particular to express a universal message."

Simply put, Kurelek's life and work could be construed as a "living" example of
Raymond William's redefinition of hegemony: as a continuous process which
allows marginalized elements to contribute to a dominant ideology and thereby
provide certain moments of intellectual emancipation for those who can under
stand and appreciate the code of artistic language. Kurelek's artistic code was sim
ply focused, but profoundly moving because he always had a larger life-project for
himself in mind. This is what led him to rebel against the kind of ethnic fate that
had so much constrained his family in terms of having to "scratch out a living" as
farming stock on the Prairies. I use the term "stock" quite deliberately because it is
quite obvious that the Canadian government's policy has always been to identify
certain immigrant groups by attributing specific characteristics to them. The
Kurelek family was chosen in this manner as good Ukrainian peasant stock.

William Kurelek would years later replay the ethnic experience in western
Canada through the eyes of a small child growing up on a farm during the
Depression; and while the appeal of painting such an experience was universal, the
angst that motivated the artist was not. For Kurelek never painted a work unless the
subject held some kind of intrinsic value to him. Usually this value was negative in



nature, and the locality helped to inspire him even if he was not always sure why:
"No one seems to understand why I am so fascinated by this place (the prairie land
scape) not even the local people. Only I it seems can express it though others may
feel it inarticulately?"

Kurelek responded to prairie life with a mixture of religious mysticism and
social pragmatism. This was done by juxtaposing social realism against the back
drop of geographical and political isolationism. Western Canadians' acute feelings
of alienation and powerlessness were fully vetted in the artistic renderings of soli
tary individuals attempting to protect themselves against the elements. Kurelek's
paintings mirrored the cultural/emotional response of western Canadians who
lived in the "storm cellar" of the Canadian economy. Kurelek represents an impor
tant mediation in the British cultural-nationalist school of thought between the
economic and administrative practices which have shaped the perception of west
ern Canada as a transient region of the mind since the early days of
Confederation. Kurelek's three major series of paintings serve as an illustration of
western Canadian regional practices, and of the ways in which these practices have
developed in the case of one person to influence a segment of that region.

Over the past hundred years, two artistic visions of western Canada have devel
oped in the intellectual context of the spirit of the times. In the work of the pas
toral artists, the Canadian West was composed of picturesque valleys, mountains
and streams which were supposed to convey to the viewer the innocence and beauty
of the early inhabitants. Everything presented in the paintings was strategically
placed to appeal to the nostalgia that we are supposed to feel when in worship;
everything was pure and basic as if it hadjust left the Creator's hands. This artistic
pastoral setting confirmed our prejudices regarding the urban experience, the
nobility of the "savages," and the philosophy of the domination of nature.

At a certain point in our history, when many Canadians no longer shared these
prejudices, a younger generation of artists emerged to challenge the school of
romanticized art. Their view of the West was no longer of a pastoral nature, but a
recognition of the consumer society which included pictures of garbage dumps,
trailer-park houses and shopping malls. The figures on these paintings were not of
the "straight-faced white people" variety or the happy Indian, but constituted an
analysis of working-class people who move about according to the latest techno
logically driven staple discoveries, and who along with the land have become
despoiled and unsightly. Kurelek provided an important mediation between the
dominant schools of artistic thought, using the imagery of the romantic, earlier
style to explain a lot of modern problems which he often treated in his paintings.
And in so doing, he gave westerners an opportunity to understand how their
region has developed socially, economically and politically while his artwork
became part of the official artistic discourse of the Canadian government.

William Kurelek was a social realist who used the physical landscapes of all his
paintings to try to present his feelings and uncertainties about being a western
Canadian. In the same way that Harold Innis tried to "encode" his political vision of
Canada through a study of the civilizations of the past (Empire and Communications,
published in 1950), Kurelek always tried to make his paintings more complicated
than they appeared to be. He made it possible for the public to understand how the
artistic process was not something distinct from other aspects of society, but rather
largely dependent upon certain commodity and political processes.



A complex individual who was never quite consistent an artist because of his life
experiences, Kurelek struggled to come to terms with his personal western
Canadian "pioneer" experience. Thus the pleasure of the painting awaits those
who try to understand him: a tidy ghetto; immigrants chatting, their figures too
large for colourful shacks which line the street; the horizon dominated by the steel
factory; workers, their faces transformed by grotesque masks, shovelling grain in
the poisonous dark of a grain elevator;" the Saskatchewan prairie; spindle-shanked
children finding mounds of new-mown hay a momentary escape from drudgery;
someone trudging up a road, which bisects the canvas, toward the external city;
sabbaths, weddings, funerals, all the rites of passage laid out like a rough feast for
the eyes; canvases painted in oil or acrylic, the surface scoured to create textures,
simple techniques resulting in paintings of great emotional intensity.

The central Canadian media of Toronto and anglophone Montreal, which had
always been one of the more accessible channels for dominant cultural hegemonic
practices, missed the point entirely in examining the superficial phenomenon of the
Christ figure found in Kurelek's work: "Kurelek's works are specifically propagandis
tic. He uses them to get across the one message in which he is vitally interested 
Christianity,'?" It is true that Kurelek's vision was profoundly religious; and it was that
very obsession which disturbed his critics. Yet much like another contemporary
national Canadian painter, Alex Colville, Kurelek always had in his work an under
current of violence that could easily be missed. His western Canadian series of land
scapes, which became part of the government's nation-building image process
through administrative art, was in fact symbolic or allegorical to anyone taking a
political, analytical approach to his work. What we see, for example, is a young man
and his family entering the selling point of the "Last Best West," a hinterland region
subjected to the economic disruptions typical of staple-dominated economies.

Subjected to prejudice and lacking a human environment for his family,
Kurelek's feelings ran the gauntlet from joy to despair. But even the joy transferred
into his paintings is ambiguous, because he believes his world is sliding into chaos,
both economically and personally, and in a way is glad to see it go. Later, safely
enshrouded in Toronto with his family, Kurelek would use the farm animals, which
on one level represented the traditional "homestead" image of western Canada in
central Canadian eyes, as an Orwellian "animal farm" substitute for the local bullies
who terrorized his early life in Manitoba. The sequence of the "cannibal chicken
boys" is used to decry the reactionary working class or peasantry, which had begun
to feed on itself in the new, technologically commmodified West. Kurelek, at the
purely observational level, understood the power of an economic culture which
was created through the fusion of a peasant class of Eastern European immigrants
with the production processes of Canadian capitalism. This economic culture, as
Innis understood it, dictated the social integration of immigrants with the physical
landscape. The result was the phenomenon of populism.

Populism of both the Left and Right varieties emerged as the dominant hege
monic practice, which solidified around the radical ideas of western Canadians
who rebelled against the constant boom-and-bust cycles inherent in a staple econ
omy. Kurelek's work represents an important cultural development, from an artis
tic point of view, in illustrating the socialization associated with the populist per
spective as something that was unique to western Canada: he legitimized populism
through his artwork as part of the Canadian political process.



Kurelek's panoramic pictures of the plains would often feature a horizon up
high on the picture plane, so that the ground seemed tilted forward, forever link
ing the land and the sky. Common people were shown labouring and struggling,
celebrating each new advance in farm machinery and technology which never really
made their life less difficult, but more hopeful. The immigrants who moved to the
Canadian West had been attracted by government promises; and the mythology of
nation-building was created to keep them 'there as an integral part of the staple
production chain which forced them to adjust to changing market policies because
of national economic policies, foreign companies, and international destabiliza
tion practices. The populism that resulted from such policies was for the most part
not concerned with policy alternatives, but the unfair ways in which existing poli
cies were being implemented. Populism did manage however to unite western
Canadians within a philosophy that became part of western and subsequently
Canadian discourse through the fusion of art and politics in the 1960s and 1970s.

William Kurelek's artwork represents the dark side ofwestern populism, a rejec
tion of what cultural nationalists perceive as superficial analysis. He used his per
sonal labour history to strengthen the intellectual foundation of his work. The
farm machinery which others celebrated was a source of terror, because it always
seemed to malfunction when he operated it and his failure left him open to attacks
from his family. He began to believe that he was deliberately sabotaging the
machinery as a way of defining his technological obsolescence.

In a series of paintings completed around the time Kurelek was undergoing
shock therapy, this technological obsolescence was brought out through internal
and external conflicts. It was at Maudsley and other British hospitals that Kurelek
was cured of his "psychosomatic" illnesses. Because of the continuous pressure to
successfully adapt to the difficult economic conditions and social circumstances of
farm life, Kurelek developed nervous ticks and eye strain as well as other psycho
somatic problems. He physically reacted to the family pressure that followed the
loss of their farm and their moves to other places in the West to begin the process
again. He understood his circumstances and tried to escape intellectually through
an artwork which, by the time he reached Britain, had begun to express his help
lessness. At the hospital he had paints, a room, and no responsibilities. There he
began to produce some of the most grotesque paintings that the doctors had ever
seen.

Patricia Morley describes some of the paintings in detail. Three stand out. The
most notorious was called "The Maze." Full of Swiftian satire on the myth of
progress and human enlightenment, this painting showed Kurelek's skull, split
open to reveal a white rat curled up in a catatonic ball in the middle of the maze,
with no way out. Each segment of "The Maze" depicted some horror Kurelek
remembered from childhood: Kurelek being thrown out of his home; Kurelek
being blooded by bullies; Kurelek being rejected by his friends. The same painting
is also full of Swiftian imagery: flies, locusts, piles of human excrement, a mouth
full of sawdust, maggots - a museum of futility including a small boy wiping him
self with a portrait of Shakespeare, and two giant women in labour, spawning the
millions destined for the cannons of the world armies.

The second of these paintings was entitled simply "I Spit On Life." It visualized
scenes of brutality, torture, hypocrisy and withdrawal. The third was a deliberate
attempt to paint out his worst terrors. The scene was set in the Kureleks' garage in



Winnipeg. He had captured his parents, stripped them, mutilated their bodies, and
hung them from the rafters by their tongues and other organs. Kurelek tried one
more expressive painting, entitled "Help Me, Please Help Me," where he depicted
himself as a bird and the doctors as people who had clipped his wings. This paint
ing, conceived as a going away present to society, was followed by a suicide attempt
the next day. It remains one of his few unfinished paintings, perhaps representing
a last way out for its creator.

After having his memories ripped away from him by shock therapy, Kurelek
moved back to Canada and married a Catholic social worker. For the next dozen
years he turned out over two thousand paintings (potboilers, as he liked to refer to
them), each one a deconstruction of the apocalypse to come. Kurelek received reli
gion, not in the traditional positivistic way, but as an access point for his angst.
Locking himself into a hotel room for weeks on end, he would eat nothing except
an orange and a vitamin pill; not eating became a penance, a preparation for the
chaos to come. The themes of Canadian history: the boom-and-bust cycle, the
"lumpiness" of economic life which negatively affected marginal groups, the whole
problem of dependency, were brought to life through oil, gesso, water colour and
ink. The drawings, done with ballpoint pen, were overlaid with monochrome wash
to soften the lines.

These stark techniques produced a realism which seduced the viewer into the
painting until it was felt that he was sharing the ride on the haywagon, smelling the
bread baking in the outdoors, and feeling the crunch of a store-brought apple, a
rarity in the Depression years on the Prairies. Morley argues that Kurelek was a priv
ileged observer who blamed his family for his childhood problems rather than
examining the deeper social, political and economic problems of the prairie West.

The Canadian media, which had begun to examine his work in the early 1970s,
became divided in its choice of ideological labels for his work. Some critics signified
their displeasure by taking a disinterested, detached perspective to "a specifically
propagandist work." This was a refusal of someone who held the unfashionable
opinion that the subject did not matter at all: the art would come regardless, if there
was any art in the artist. Indeed,Joan Murray, Director of the Robert McLaughlin
Gallery, who in 1983 organized a major retrospective entitled "Kurelek's Vision of
Canada," believed the artist's paintings remained outside the mainstream of
Canadian art precisely because of its message. Other critics tried to "sell" Kurelek as
a populist involved in a "Norman Rockwell" perspective. Curators for the govern
ments ofAlberta and Saskatchewan tried to pass off his work as "a childhood full of
nostalgia. Full of hardship and simple pleasures"; this media-laundered view of
Kurelek fit into the New West as an extension of the rugged individualism that "had
built this country and made it prosperous."

The rationale is easy to understand. A romance of the past has permeated the
West as long as it has been a technologically constituted society. The space-binding
technologies of the CPR and the time-binding technologies of state-capitalist radio
were used to make Canada possible. In this way, artists like Kurelek could now be
used to make it culturally liveable.

Kurelek's third "social commentary" series centred on the perspective of tech
nological hegemony. The atom bomb, the Nazi crematoriums, urban waste and
alienation were all juxtaposed with familiar comforting images to create a catharsis;
in each there is a deadly stillness which leaves one with a real sense of foreboding.



This series also became an important starting point for western artists such as Carl
Chaplin. Kurelek's pastoral visions were replaced by the world's major centres,
each devastated by atomic bombs; indeed, Chaplin's hit list for art nuko ("an artis
tic response to life in the fusion lane"), demanded that two dozen urban jewels be
figuratively reduced to ashes. Both artists' works show the similarities of the post
modern theme: combining catastrophic technologies with familiar objects to pro
duce a disconcerting image.

This third series on "social commentary" symbolized the mature artistic thought
of Kurelek. His difficult personal life, with its wistful searching and its violent tran
sitions, is reflected in the dualism of his work: painful nostalgia and apocalyptic
vision. His sense of Canada's physical reality unified this dualism and became the
most consistent, powerful, and characteristic feature of his work. It is significant
that this series was painted in bright colours, as it heightened Kurelek's work and
the whole pictorial surface is involved in writhing movement. When this type of
musculature (the canvas seems to inflate itself) is anchored by firm composition,
the results are striking. It was this quality that interested other Western artists such
as Ivan Eyre and Dennis Burton. Kurelek was one of the very few artists to accu
rately depict the prairie landscape, and this redeemed him in the eyes of those who
had turned to more abstract symbolism for comfort.

This series carried one other trademark that Kurelek and other important
Canadian artists have developed: the banal title. Immigrant nostalgia titles such as
"In the Autumn of Life" and "Not Going Back to Pick Up a Cloak," are hung over
scenes of quiet nuclear annihilation. The dropped bombs on urban Toronto and
rural Winnipeg seem to be part of a particular Canadian mode which artists use in
visualizing the state: a nation promulgated by legislative and technological means
through the mass media. Kurelek, like a number of his contemporaries, held a
skeptical regard for technologically produced "truths" and hung his paintings
under the titles that would hopefully reflect Canada's ethnic and geographical dis
tinctiveness. It was this type of vision which made Canada liveable in the artistic
sense and which produced the popular response to Kurelek's work. His quest had
always been to reach back to the basics in the face of two threats: man's inhuman
ity to man, and the myth of technological progress. The conflict was hardly ethe
real: he saw it acted out in the contemporary world, in the lives of his family, and
in those who had attempted to restrain his ideas for many years. He had survived,
however. Kurelek's experiences led him to argue that all art activities, if they were
not to be meaningless, had to speak directly to the human condition. Art thus
became a purely existential act. It meant that one could "supplicate" art itself to
grant one freedom, strength and meaning. For Kurelek this type of spiritual art
became God in a new and more universal way.

Sixties-ism, with its strong emotional concern for humanity, began to play itself
out in Kurelek's work. He remained captivated by the classic questions: Where do
you come from? Where do you go? What are you doing here? His greatness lay pre
cisely in his desperation, in his public willingness to display his desperate spiritual
hysteria and to proclaim it as logical and necessary. This is what also made his work
so popular at an almost instinctive level.

One does not need the abilities or technical knowledge of a painter to be
engaged by the integrity and effectiveness of Kurelek's project. His work calls us
away from the follies of the soap opera nonsense, self-centeredness, and reactionary



antiquarianism celebrated in too much of contemporary painting and culture. Yet
he was able to suggest alternatives in his own lifestyle: artistic work conceived as a
radical practice of the present moment, through witnessing the ironies and conflicts
of existence. Kurelek's work remains at a transcendental stage in Canadian artistic
thought as the damaged product of regional resistance and false consciousness.
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"Awful Splendour": Historical Accounts of Prairie Fire
in Southern Manitoba Prior to 1870

~R Hannie

"The grandeur of the prairie on fire belongs to itself. It is like a volcano in full activity,
you cannot imitate it, because it is impossible to obtain those gigantic elements

from which it derives its awful splendor."

(Hind 1860, Vol. 1, p. 336)

ABSTRACT. Accounts of grass fire by observers in southern Manitoba are summarized from 1796 to
1870, and the seasonality, frequency, duration, extent and effects of the fires are discussed. It is pro
posed that a "Grass Fire Era" of increased fire frequency and extent occurred from the late eighteenth
to the late nineteenth century, caused initially by the provisioning requirements of the fur trade, but later
by the activities of agriculturalists in the vicinity of settlements and by carelessness of travellers on the
Carlton and Red River Trails. This increase may account for the prevailing nineteenth-century opinion
that grasslands were replacing forests over large areas of the prairies. The end of the "Grass Fire Era"
came gradually with the spread of agriculture and organized fire suppression throughout the prairie/
parkland region.

SOMMAIRE. Cet article resume les descriptions de feux de prairie dans le sud du Manitoba entre 1796
et 1870, ainsi que leur saisonnalite, frequence, duree, etendue et effets. On y suggere I'existence d'une
"ere des feux de prairie" allant de la fin du dix-huitieme siecle a la fin du dix-neuvieme et caracterisee
par une augmentation en frequence et en etendue d'incendies causes d'abord par les besoins d'ap
provisionnement du commerce des fourrures, et ensuite par les activites des agriculteurs et par la neg
ligence des voyageurs des pistes de Carlton et de la Riviere Rouge; Cette augmentation explique peut
etre l' opinion courante au dix-neuvieme siecle que I'herbage etait en train de remplacer la foret sur de
vastes etendues de prairie. La fin de cette "ere des feux de prairie" vint graduellement avec la diffusion
de I'agriculture et la suppression organisee des incendies dans toute les regions herbeuses et boisees,

Introduction

When HenryYoule Hind andJohn Palliser made the first scientific explorations
of the Canadian Prairies in the late 1850s, they were in equal parts impressed and
dismayed by the effects of fire on the grassland/parkland regions through which
they travelled:

[The effects of fire] are seen in the destruction of the forests which once
covered an immense area south of the Qu'Appelle and Assiniboine The
soil ... derives much of its apparent sterility from the annual fires If a



portion of prairie escapes fire for two or three years the result is seen in
the growth of willows and aspens, first in patches, then in large areas,
which in a short time become united and cover the country... A fire
comes, destroys the young forest growth and establishes prairie once
more. (Hind 1860, Vol. 1, pp. 336-37)

This lamentable destruction of forests is a great drawback to the country,
and a serious obstacle to its future progress. [Ibid., p. 405]

In autumn these fires are very common when the grass is like tinder, and
a spark from a pipe may be sufficient to set 200 square miles of prairie in
a blaze. The Indians are very careless about the consequences of such an
occurrence, and frequently fire the prairie for the most trivial reasons...
The disastrous effects of these fires consist principally in denuding the
land of all useful trees... Another serious misfortune likewise frequently
results from these wanton fires, and from which the authors are them
selves frequently punished, viz., they cut off the buffalo sometimes from a
whole district of country, and thus often are the cause of great privation
and distress. (Palliser, in Spry 1968, p. 157)

The only benefit grudgingly conceded by Palliser was that these "wanton" fires and
the resulting "deplorable" absence of trees would free the hoped-for settler from
the "formidable labour of clearing the land from timber... [and permit him to] at
once commence with his plough without any more preliminary labour" (Palliser, in
Spry 1968, p. 22).

Hind and Palliser were examining the prairies for their agricultural settlement
potential, and their opinions of fire were typical of those of most visitors to the
region with the same perspective (e.g., Macoun, Grant, and Steele in the 1870s).
These negative views have been gradually countered by modern studies of the role
of fire in grassland ecosystems. There is now general agreement that periodic fire
has many beneficial effects (for reviews of this research, see Daubenmire 1968,
Vogel 1974, Wright and Bailey 1982, Collins and Wallace 1990). While the nature
and amount of the benefit depend on a variety of factors and are not uniform for
all grass communities (Loomans 1983), fire has been shown to increase the vigour
of new growth and the above-ground productivity in tallgrass prairie by releasing
nutrients, removing basal shading from stems and accumulated litter, and permit
ting earlier growth as well as a longer growing season (Vogel 1974, Parton and
Risser 1979, Knapp and Seastedt 1986). Furthermore, because post-burn growth is
commonly more tender, more nutritious, and thus more attractive for grazing ani
mals, modern range management often incorporates controlled burning with an
optimal frequency of 3-6 years (various studies cited by Vogel 1974, Parton and
Risser 1979).

The only realistic causes of prairie fires during the pre-agricultural period were
lightning and humans. Lightning's role has been controversial (for skeptical views
see Gleason 1913, and Stewart 1956), and Looman (1983) presented evidence indi
cating such fires are relatively rare on the Canadian grasslands, with a frequency
(in any given area) of the order of one per century. However, from his observations
of fires in southern Alberta, Peter Fidler stated in 1793 that "the lightning in the
spring and fall frequently lights the grass ... " (Haig 1990, p. 36). Komarek (1966),
Rowe (1969), Nelson and England (1971), and Arthur (1975) reviewed numerous
accounts of lightning-created grass fires and argued for their importance. Based on



admittedly "slim evidence," Rowe (1969, p. 318) estimated that in southwest Saskat
chewan "perhaps one year in six has the combination of grass cover fuel and 'dry
storm' weather conditions conducive to ignition of grasslands by lightning."
Higgins (1984) suggested a frequency of six fires/year/l0,000 km 2 in eastern
North Dakota and about 25/year in the more arid western region of the state. In
July 2000, lightning ignited a 200 km 2 grass fire in southern Alberta (Calgary Herald,
July 25, 2000) and it must be assumed that some of the fires in the historical record
were caused by lightning.

Palliser and Hind's comments make it clear that they considered most fires to
have been started by humans (mostly aboriginal and Metis in the regions they were
exploring), a view widely shared by both contemporary and later writers. Whether
the fires were deliberate or accidental, they portrayed the connection between abo
riginal people and fire in highly critical terms, effectively characterizing the former
as "congenital arsonists," as Rowe (1969) caustically remarked. Hind referred to
the practice of "putting out" (in the sense of "setting") fires:

It appears to be beyond human power to arrest the annual conflagrations
as long as the Indians hold the prairies and plains as their hunting
grounds. Their pretexts for "putting out fire" are so numerous, and their
characteristic indifference to the results which may follow a conflagration
in driving away or destroying the wild animals, so thoroughly a part of
their nature, that the annual burning of the prairie may be looked for as
a matter of course as long as wild Indians live in the country. (Hind 1860,
Vol. 1, pp. 405-6)

John Sullivan of the Palliser Expedition was even more blunt:

It is most lamentable to see so often such masses of valuable timber
destroyed, almost invariably by wanton carelessness and mischief. The
most trivial signal of one Indian to another has often lost hundreds of
acres of forest trees which might have brought wealth and comfort to the
future settler, while it has brought starvation and misery to the Indian
tribes themselves by spoiling their hunting grounds. The Indians, however,
never taught by experience, still use "signal fires" to the same extent as in
former years, driving the animals from their retreats and marring the fair
face of nature for the future colonist... Unfortunately the Indians have a
most disastrous habit of setting the prairie on fire for the most trivial and
worse than useless reasons. (Sullivan, in Spry 1968, pp. 254-55)

Given these strong views of aboriginal "carelessness" or "mischief' with fire, it is
ironic that on January 10, 1858, James Hector of the Palliser Expedition deliber
ately "set fire to the grass, just to say we had done so ... " (Hector, in Spry 1968, p.
204), and later described a fire started by his own carelessness:

During the night the great pine tree by which our tent was pitched
caught, from a roaring fire we had lighted against its root, and neglected
to put out when we turned into our blankets, trusting to its being green.
But the fire caught the dry grey lichens which drooped in festoons from
the branches, and which, being highly charged with turpentine, gave out
a magnificent blaze, the roar ofwhich luckily wakened me up. (Hector, in
Spry 1968, p. 315)

Although they were condemned by Hind and Palliser for carelessness, aborigi
nal people had many rational reasons for deliberately setting fires (Moore 1972,



Pyne 1982, 1986): signalling, driving, encircling or directionally herding game, dis
couraging insects, disguising their presence from buffalo during hunting, as a
defensive or offensive weapon in warfare, assisting in horse-stealing, even as a strat
egy to deal with fur traders and (later) ranchers. They certainly had no reason to
share Hind's and Palliser's concern about the effects of fire on the expansion of
the forest but, in an ironic twist, it has even been argued that in some places they
burned the grass to deliberately protect forested areas (Raby 1966).

With their knowledge of bison habits and preferences, aboriginal people rec
ognized the beneficial effect of fire on the grassland and used it deliberately to
improve the quality of forage for bison. Moore (1982), Arthur (1975), and Pyne
(1982, 1986) reviewed the ways in which aboriginal people "managed" bison with
fire. Many fires facilitated hunting. Others involved more sophisticated practices,
ensuring nutritious early forage to lure bison to specific areas which enabled them
"to exercise some control over the movements of the bison seasonally, and there
fore, [to predict where] the bison could be expected after they scattered from their
winter bedding and feeding grounds" (Arthur 1975, p. 30). Among the most sym
pathetic proponents of this view were Sauer (1950, 1975) and particularly Stewart
(1954,1955,1956).

Even as they criticized aboriginal fires, many visitors to the grasslands also rec-
ognized these strategies and the rational reasons for them:

Smoky all day from the burning of the plains, which was set on fire by the
Minnetaries for an early crop of grass, as an inducement for the buffalo
to feed on (Clark at Fort Mandan, March 6, 1805, in Thwaites 1969, p.
269)
. .. it is said to be common for the Indians to burn the Plain near their
Villages every Spring for the benefit of their horses, and to induce the
buffalo to come near to them. (Clark near mouth of Yellowstone River,
ibid., p. 279).

One object in burning the prairie at this time, was to turn the buffalo;
they had crossed the Saskatchewan in great numbers near the Elbow, and
were advancing toward us, and crossing the Qu'Appelle not far from the
Height of Land; by burning the prairie east of their course, they would be
diverted to the south, and feed for a time on the Grand Coteau before
they pursued their way to the Little Souris, in the country of the Sioux,
south of the 49 th paralleL (Hind 1860, VoL 1, p. 336)

There were signs of prairie fires having run over the country [between
Fort Ellice and Fort Carlton] the previous autumn [1873] ... Indians and
the half-breed hunters wilfully set the prairies on fire so that the bison
would come to their part of the country to get rich, green grass which
would follow in the spring. Large tracts of country had been burned every
year. (Steele 1915, p. 69)

Indians in past time burnt the grass cover over wide areas every fall, so
that the young and tender grass of the burnt districts might tempt the buf
falo to migrate. (Macoun 1882, p. 238)

Lewis (1982) reached similar conclusions about the aboriginal use of fire to pur
posefully modify the boreal forest environment of northern Alberta.

In one respect, however, Palliser and Hind were in complete accord with both
earlier and later opinion that fire was responsible for the extent of the grasslands:



The agent, which has caused the destruction of the forests that once cov
ered many parts of the prairies is undoubtedly fire, and the same swift and
efficient destroyer prevents the new growth from acquiring dimensions
which would enable it to check their annual progress. Nearly everywhere,
with the exception of the treeless, arid prairie west of the Souris, and west
of Long Lake on the north side of the Qu'Appelle, young willows and
aspens were showing themselves in 1858, where fire had not been on the
previous year. South of the Assiniboine and Qu'Appelle few plains had
escaped the conflagration in 1857, and the blackened shoots of willow
were visible as bushes, clumps, or wide-spreading thickets where the fire
had passed... In the State of Missouri, forests have sprung up with won
derful rapidity on the prairies, as the country becomes settled, so as to
resist and subdue the encroachment of the annual fires from the west.
(Hind 1860, Vol. 2, pp. 376--77)

After five trips across the prairies from 1872 to 1881, the naturalistJohn Macoun
was equally emphatic:

The real cause of the absence of wood on every part of the region under
consideration is undoubtedly prairie fires which sweep over almost every
part of it year after year, destroying the seedling trees as long as there are
any seeds left to germinate, and year by year killing the bushes until the
capacity of the root to send up shoots dies out, and then even willows
cease to grow. (Macoun 1882, p. 104)

These observations were far from original. Early in the nineteenth century,
Thomas Jefferson had maintained that the use of fire in hunting was "the most
probable cause of the origin and extension of the vast prairies in the western coun
try" (quoted in Pyne, 1986, p. 133); and Keating's narrative of Long's 1823 expe
dition to the headwaters of the Mississippi and the Red River Settlement expressed
the same opinion: "We ... consider fire as the cause of the continuance, if not the
original existence, of prairies, at least over much of our country." (Keating 1959,
pp. 36--37). As will be demonstrated below, this was the prevailing opinion among
"scientific" visitors to the grasslands throughout the nineteenth century.

The fire hypothesis lost ground to strictly climatic interpretations in the twenti
eth century, but continued to be championed by Sauer (1950, 1975), Stewart
(1954, 1955, 1956), Wells (1970) and others, who held the view that grasslands
were not only caused by fire, but by fire of human origin. The broad correspon
dence between the modern grassland/parkland boundary on the Canadian
prairies and various indices of moisture stress (e.g., Scott and Scott 1990, Scott
1995) can be cited in favour of a climatic explanation; the observed expansion of
parkland following the reduction of fire (e.g., Moss 1955, Buell and Buell 1959,
Buell and Facey 1960, Bird 1961, Grimm 1983) has been used to support the fire
hypothesis. The truth surely contains elements of both views·and must also include
other factors such as the physical wear of large bison herds on trees (e.g., Alexander
Henry, in Gough 1988, Nelson and England 1971, Arthur 1975, Gordon 1979).

Whether of human or lightning origin, and whether accidental or purposeful,
fires were a normal feature of the grasslands. So entwined are the two that the
debate whether fires occurred because the grasslands' combination of climate, fuel
supply, and topography was suitable, or whether grasslands existed because fires
were sufficiently frequent to "drive back" the forest borders will undoubtedly con
tinue for many years.



The purpose of this article is not to arbitrate these matters but to summarize
references to prairie fire from first-hand accounts in southern Manitoba prior to
the introduction of widespread agricultural settlement. The only other such study
known to the writer is the excellent work by Moore (1972), who surveyed accounts
of fire over the entire central North American grassland from 1535 to 1890. Moore's
work was principally based on published materials, including some which originat
ed in southern Manitoba. The rich legacy of unpublished archival materials from
the fur trade and Red River Settlement period permits a more detailed analysis of a
specific region than was possible for Moore at his temporal and spatial scales.

The Historical Record

Accounts of fire were extracted from documents contained in the Hudson's Bay
Company Archives, the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, and other sources. Most
come from observers in the vicinities of the Red River Settlement and Pembina on
the northern margin of the tallgrass prairie, and Brandon House and Fort Pelly
within the aspen parkland (Figure 1). These are supplemented by observations
from adjacent regions of North Dakota and Saskatchewan.

From the earliest mention of fire in 1796 (at Brandon House) to 1870, more
than 200 dated observations were compiled, varying in nature from mere reference
to smoky conditions to descriptions ofvisible extensive fire which posed a threat to
the observer's establishment. The spatial and temporal distribution of the com
ments is very uneven, depending upon the period of occupation for the posts, the
preservation of records, the inclination of observers to report environmental phe
nomena, and, of course, the occurrence offire itselfwithin the vicinity of the posts.
Thus, lack of reference to fire may mean that there was in fact no fire in that year,
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Figure 1. Vegetation zones (after Zoltai 1975) with the location of settlements and trails.



but it may also reflect the absence of recorders in the fire season, missing records,
or simply that fire presented no threat or consequence to particular observers, for
whom it was a commonplace occurrence. Comments will be quoted extensively to
provide an appreciation of their nature.'

Season ofOccurrence

The seasonal distribution of the comments is given in Figure 2. Each month in
which at least one comment indicated fire at any of the locations was tabulated but
multiple comments within a month at the same site were only tabulated once.
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Figure 2. Monthly distribution (percentage of total) of fire observations.

The great majority of reports of fire (including all major fires) were in the fall
(late September to early November) when the supply of uniform, continuous, dry,
loosely arranged, and highly combustible fuel was at a maximum. Fall was also the
time of greatest strategic burning for hunting and pasture improvement, extensive
travel by fur brigades and cart trains, and major bison hunts. A secondary peak in
late April-early May also coincided with a season of aboriginal "range manage
ment" and fur-trade travel. The spring fires appear to have been smaller in extent
and more short-lived than those in the fall, but in 1803, Alexander Henry at
Pembina reported the "Plains all on fire in every direction" on April 8, and "Fire
raging all over the plains which causes a great smoke" (Gough 1988, p. 140) near
ly three weeks later on April 26. Most of the very small number of reports during
the growing season (late May to August) referred only to smoky conditions rather
than observed fires," although the Nor-Wester reported "fires running on both sides
of the river [for a fortnight]" prior to August 6, 1862, and "destructive fires have
raged over the plains this month" on August 18, 1864.

The seasonal pattern of fall dominance and smaller spring peak is similar to
that reported by Moore (1972) for the northern grasslands, but is the exact reverse
of the distribution claimed by Nelson and England (1971). Based on annual
reports of the North-West Mounted Police for the Calgary District from 1887 to
1915,60 percent of the fires there were in April and 25 percent were in October.
Nelson and England's data, however, are for a different, much drier region in a
later, post-bison period, and probably reflect a different combination of causes.
With no bison to "manage," there would have been less reason for strategic burn
ing in the fall and thus the proportion of lightning fires may have been greater;



these would have been more common in the spring. The prevalence of dessicating
chinook winds in Calgary would also have favoured early spring fires there.

Winter fires were rare but not unknown:

Fort Pelly Vicinity
Mar. 6, 1834: [some men] say the plains have been on fire and burnt
extensively last month [February]. (Fort Pelly Journal, HBCA B.159 / a/15
1833-34)

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Dec. 31, 1854: There was grief in the Red River Settlement that Fall too.
The weather was damp and foggy, with no snow... Arctic winds came in
November but still there was no snow. A prairie fire swept over the hay
lands from Fort Garry to Stone Fort... But the snow didn't even come in
December and the last day of the year witnessed another prairie fire.
(Knox 1958,94-95); Dec. 31: ... the plain was on fire on the last day of
the old year. (William Ross, Red River, to James Ross, Toronto, PAM RFC
116)

The fire deliberately set by Hector on January 10, 1858, 'just to say we had done
so" was noted above; and Fidler observed an extensive fire during chinook condi
tions in the Calgary area in January 1793 (Nelson and England 1971).

Frequency

Figure 3 shows the years in which some observations indicated fire in the vicini
ties of the Red River Settlement, Pembina, Brandon House, or Fort Pelly.
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Brandon House III
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Figure 3. Years in which fire was reported in the vicinity of Red River Settlement, Pembina, Brandon
House, and Fort Pelly.

From their language, most nineteenth-century commentators clearly considered
fire to be an almost annual phenomenon. In the historical sources, fire frequency
appears to be positively correlated with the density of records, approaching annual
occurrence when records are best. For example, Alexander Henry provided very
detailed observations of environmental conditions during his time at Pembina
(1800-1808), and fire was reported virtually every year. At the Red River
Settlement, with the longest archival record, fire was reported in about one-third
of the years 1800-69, but this is a minimum frequency since the record shows two
substantial "gaps": 1801-18 and 1837-47. The earlier "gap" undoubtedly reflects
the paucity of records more than the absence of fires since they were common at
Pembina, 100 km to the south. The second is more difficult to explain but it may
have been partly climate-related as it falls within a cool, moist interval in which vir
tually no forest fires occurred in Itasca State Park, Minnesota, southeast of
Pembina (FrisseIl1973, Clark 1990); and in the same period the very low salinity of



Moon Lake (south of Pembina) indicates prolonged moist conditions, with few
droughts which would favour fire (Laird et al. 1998). From 1852 to 1870, fire was
observed in 14 of the 19 years; and in 1868, despite reporting "The atmosphere
begins to look smoky. Prairie fires at no great distance" on October 24, the
NorWester commented on November 7 that "we have had no prairie fires this sea
son as yet in our vicinity. Something very unusual for Red River" (NorWester,
November 7, 1868). When allowance is made for the fragmented nature of the
records, the general portrayal of fire as an annual phenomenon is probably not
greatly exaggerated.

Frequencies inferred from these data only refer to fire in the vicinity of the set
tlements, not necessarily to the burning of individual tracts of grassland. Also, it is
likely that fire frequency was somewhat greater near the posts than on the prairies
in general. Wright and Bailey (1982) suggested that the general natural frequency
of fire on grasslands is 5-10 years, a value which may understate the historical fre
quency in southern Manitoba.

Duration

The duration of most individual fires is unclear from the archival commentary.
Many fires are only referred to in a single day's entry, although a longer duration
must be inferred:

Pembina Vicinity
Oct. 2, 1805: Fire in the plains in every direction ... (Henry, in Gough
1982, p. 177)

Brandon House Vicinity
Nov. 10, 1827: The Plains ... on fire about us [between Brandon and
Turtle Mountain]. (George Taylor'sJournal, HBCAB.235/a/111827-28)

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Apr. 27, 1829: ... the fire is in the Plains in Different Quarters. (Red River
Journal, HBCA B.235/a/12 1828-29)

Oct. 13, 1848: Our neighbourhood was thrown into a state of great excite
ment this Evg. by the approach of a terrible fire to the hay grounds. The
ground was very dry. (Journal of RobertJames, PAM MG7 B2 CMS A92)

Oct. 24, 1861: a great fire which burnt much hay. (Diaries of Samuel Taylor
at Red River Settlement, PAM MG2 C13)

Fort Pelly Vicinity
Nov. 1, 1833: plains on fire to the South for the first time this season. (Fort
Pelly Journal, HBCA B. 159/a/15 1833-34)

Other entries provide some indication of duration but do not specify when a
fire was extinguished; or, conversely, they report a fire in progress and the date it
was extinguished but not when it began:

Red River Settlement Vicinity
May 10, 1821: The plains have been on fire to a considerable extent for
several days past, and the awful spectacle is seen this evening through the
whole of the northern, and western horizon. (West 1966, p. 58)

Nov. 1, 1861: During the last fortnight, our vast level prairies have been
overrun by magnificent fires. (NorWester, November 1, 1861)



August 6, 1862: During the past fortnight, fires have been running on
both sides of the river. (NorWester, August 6, 1862)

Brandon House
May 23, 1796: The plains has been on fire these 8 days & is now approach
ing the House, a gale of wind at South. (Brandon HouseJournal, HBCA
B.22.a.4 1796-97); May 24: The fire very near the House. (Ibid.); May 25:
the Woods on fire all round the House. (Ibid.)

Fort Pelly Vicinity
May 1, 1854: the Fire raging across the Assiniboine ... is going away from
us. (Fort Pelly Journal, HBCA B.159/a/18 1853-54); May 2: owing to the
wind having changed during the night, & brought the Fire close here.
(Ibid.); May 3: the rain to-day put out [the fire] across the River. (Ibid.)

In some entries, references to fire occur over periods of several weeks, but don't
state whether one or possibly several separate fires were involved:

Pembina Vicinity
Oct. 27, 1804: Fire appears in the plains in every direction all over the
Country. (Henry, in Gough 1988, p. 165); Nov. 1: Fire running all over the
Country. (Ibid., p. 166); Nov. 19: Fire raging all over the Plains. (Ibid., p.
166); Nov. 25: Plains burnt in every direction... Saw the fire still raging all
night... (Ibid., pp. 166-67)

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Sept. 30, 1828: ... fire in the Plains to the South West of this Place. (Red
River Journal, HBCA B.235/a/12 1828/29); Oct. 9: ... the fire in the
Plains is not far from the Fort. (Ibid.); Oct. 20: ... in the evening we saw
the fire Blazing on the opposite side of the River the wind blowing very
strong from the South. (Ibid.)

The clearest indication of the duration which some fires were capable of comes
from Henry's "[ournal of Weather" at Pembina from September 1807 to July 1808
(Gough, 1988). In 1807, he reported fire or smoke on every day from October 7 to
November 2, except October 16, 17 and 20, and the context suggests that fire
occurred on those days as well. Thus, fire occurred continuously in the vicinity of
Pembina for at least 26 days, and probably longer since his narrative journal report
ed "fire all over the Country" on October 1 (Henry, in Gough 1988, p. 298) and
the weather journal for November 8 stated "fire still continues."

Extent

The area covered by individual fires cannot be determined since most com
ments refer only to fire in the vicinity of the post. Nevertheless, some imply that a
large area was affected, as in Alexander Henry's graphic description of his first
close experience of prairie fire in the vicinity of Pembina in early December 1800:

Dec. 1: At sunset I saw a thick smoke rising at the foot of the Mountain
toward the Indians Camp and soon after perceived the plains on fire ...
the wind blew strong from the North. This caused the flames to make a
rapid progress, and at 10 Oclock it had extended as far as the Salt River
to the South West. The weather was now obscure and dark, which gave the
fire a most dismal and gloomy appearance. We could very plainly distin
guish the flames, which at intervals rose to an extraordinary height, as the
fire passed through low spots of long grass or marshes and reeds. They



then would cease their ravages for a few moments, and soon after rise
again with redoubled fury, and again die away to their usual height. The
sight was awful indeed, but as the wind was in a contrary direction from
us, we had nothing to dread for the present, and the fire was on the S.
side of Park river. This fire was a disagreeable affair for us at this season
on the year, for should it continue its progress all over the Country we
shall be hard put to for provisions as there will be no Buffalo and nothing
can stop its fury but Snow or Rain. Next morning we had a slight fall of
snow, but it had no effect on the fire. It still appeared to rage to the
Southward... the Crows came in ... and informed us the fire was lighted
at their Tents by accident. (Henry, in Gough 1988, p. 100); Dec. 5: ... the
Fire was extinguished. (Ibid., p. 101)

Examples of other comments indicating fires which were at least locally exten-
sive are the following:

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Oct. 18, 1852: A dense smoke from the plains to the south showing a large
fire to be raging in that quarter. (Winnipeg Journal, HBCA B.235/a/15
1851-54)

Oct. 15, 1853: From the quantity of smoke all around there must be large
fires in the prairie. (WinnipegJournal, HBCA B.235/a/15 1851-54)

Pembina Vicinity
Oct. 17, 1801: The plains on fire in every direction. (Henry, in Gough
1988, p. 123); Oct. 22: Terrible fires all over the Plains. (Ibid., p. 123)

Oct. 1, 1803: Fire in the Plains in every direction. (Ibid., p. 146); Oct. 4:
Fire raging in every point of the Compass, and thick clouds of smoke,
nearly deprive us of the sight of the sun, and at night the view from the
top of my house is awful indeed. In every direction flames are to be seen,
some running to a prodigious height as the fire rushed through low, dried
willows and long grass, or long places that were covered with Reeds and
Rushes. (Ibid., p. 148); Oct. 24: The Plains are burned almost every
where; only a few small spots have escaped the fury of the flames. (Ibid.,
p. 149); Nov. 15: A great fire appears to the SouthWest although the
ground is covered with Snow. (Ibid., p. 150)

Oct. 2, 1805: Fire in the Plains in every direction... (Ibid., p. 177)

Brandon House Vicinity
Apr. 30, 1818: Plain all on fire last night. (Brandon HouseJournal, HBCA
B.22/a/20 1817-18)

Oct. 8, 1828: Plains burning in all directions... Smoke suffocating. (New
Brandon HouseJournal, HBCAB.22/a/22); Oct. 10: Dry windy Weather
by which the conflagration of the Plains is increased to a furious degree.
(Ibid.); October 11: ... fires as yesterday. (Ibid.); Oct. 21: Plains and woods
blazing and smoking tremendously in all directions. (Ibid.); Oct. 29:
Smoke abating, every thing having been burned, that would burn, in the
neighbourhood. (Ibid.). Nov. 6: The first snow of the season fell last night,
by which the surrounding fires have been entirely extinguished. (Ibid.)

Fort Pelly Vicinity
Oct. 5, 1832: plains on fire in all directions. (Fort Pelly Journal, HBCA
B.159/a/141832-33)



Mar. 6, 1834: [some men] say the plains have been on fire and burnt
extensively last month. (Fort Pelly Journal, HBCA B.159/a/15 1833-34)

Once a fire was ignited, the region provided few topographic or hydrographic
barriers to check its spread until it was extinguished by rain or snow. Under suit
able conditions, even fires set to meet very localized objectives could rapidly
become uncontrolled and "run" over very large areas, as the 2000 "controlled
burn" in New Mexico demonstrated. Hind's statement that "a fire lit on the South
Branch of the Saskatchewan may extend in a few weeks, or even days, to the Red
River, according to the season and the direction and force of the wind" (Hind
1860, p. 406) may seem extravagant but in 1910, a fire in central Nebraska
advanced across 200 km in a single day (Wells 1970). Raby (1966) noted fires in
southern Saskatchewan in October 1893 andJuly 1894, which burned 13,000 km2

and 15,500 km2 respectively. The latter "started near Swift Current and swept south
easterly through Wood Mountain and over the International Boundary... [It] trav
elled with frightful rapidity. Much the same area ... had been burnt over six years
previously" (Raby 1966, p. 82). Another fire in October 1901, which began near
Queenstown, Alberta,

burnt south and then west with extraordinary rapidity; people who
thought themselves safe and miles away from the fire would suddenly
from a change in the wind find it right on them, travelling at the rate of
some forty or even sixty miles an hour. Nothing could escape it, and hors
es, cattle and wild animals were burnt to death or left so injured that they
died shortly after. (Canada, Sessional Papers, quoted in Raby 1966, p. 88)

At least two vast fires are indicated in the historical documents. The first, in the
autumn of 1822, appears to have affected almost the entire area from the Red River
Settlement to the South Saskatchewan River, a distance of 700-800 km:

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Sept. 23, 1822: The plains have caught fire on the south side of the river,
and the flames are spreading in every direction. (Red River Journal,
HBCA B.235/a/5, 1822-23); Sept. 25: fire still raging in the plains.
(Ibid.); Sept. 26: The fire still running in the plains. (Ibid.); Sept. 27:
... the sky is so obscured by smoke that day is changed almost into night.
(Ibid.); Sept. 28: The fire still raging in the Plains. (Ibid); Nov. 29: The
season has been so dry that the prairies are burned almost completely, a
condition which will probably cause us to experience famine, at least as far
as meat is concerned... The fire not only traversed the Red River area, but
also all the prairies as far as Fort des Prairies [on the North Saskatchewan
River], whence the company gets its supplies. (Bishop. Provencher to
Bishop Plessis, in Nute 1942, p. 379)

Western Manitoba
Sept. 25, 1822: The Plains are all on fire ... which has run almost thro the
whole Country hereabouts (Fort Ellice Journal, HBCA B.63/a/3 1822
23); Oct. 9: Here [at Rapid River north of Brandon] we are happy to find
the plains not burnt. Nearly the whole way between this and the Forks has
presented a black dismal prospect and we have scarcely found wherewith
for our horses. (Ibid.); Oct. 31: Fire still raging in the plains, and the
Country burnt in every direction. (Ibid.); Nov. 1: [some Stone Indians]
inform us that the whole way between this and the Saskatchewan River is
burnt. (Ibid.)



Another enormous fire occurred in 1857. In that year meteorological records
at the Red River Settlement (Dawson 1859) reported "fires on the plains" on
October 5, 6, and 7 without elaboration (apart from noting that they were "large"
on October 6); but an indication of their true extent is provided by Dawson and
Hind:

South of the Assiniboine and Qu'Appelle few plains had escaped the con
flagration in 1857, and the blackened shoots of willow were visible as
bushes, clumps, or wide spreading thickets where the fire had passed.
(Dawson 1859, unpaginated)

From beyond the South Branch of the Saskatchewan to Red River all the
prairies were burned last autumn [1857], a vast conflagration extended
for one thousand miles in length an several hundreds in breadth. The dry
season had so withered the grass that the whole country of the
Saskatchewan was in flames. The Rev. Henry Budd, a native Missionary at
the Nepowewin, on the North Branch of the Saskatchewan, told me that
in whatever direction he turned in September last the country seemed to
be in blaze; we traced the fire from the 49 th parallel to the 53rd

, and from
the 98 th to the 107 th degree of longitude. It extended, no doubt, to the
Rocky Mountains. (Hind 1860, Vol. 1, p. 292)

In October 1857, Palliser encountered much burned ground, smoke, and fire
between the South and North Saskatchewan Rivers. While at Fort Carlton, he
claimed to have discovered "the cause of the great fire which had occurred this
autumn. It was kindled from the camp fire of Mons. La Combe, the Roman
Catholic missionary to the Crees, on his way to Edmonton" (Palliser, in Spry 1968,
p. 163). While Lacombe's campfire may have ignited the prairie in that vicinity, it
surely cannot account for the extent of the fire reported in Hind and Dawson and
must have been only part of a much larger event.

Simultaneous fires at locations several hundred kilometres apart were also
reported in 1804, 1828, 1829, 1853, and 1865.

Effects

Fire is so strongly associated with grasslands that its effects permeate virtually
every aspect of the ecosystem; excellent reviews of the extensive relevant literature
are provided by Daubenmire (1968), Vogi (1974), Wright and Bailey (1982), and
Collins and Wallace (1990). The effects described below are limited to those to be
found in the historical accounts of southern Manitoba.

The smoke generated by a prairie fire could be prodigious, and most unpleas
ant for those downwind. On October 8, 1857, near Fort Carlton, Palliser described
the "whole sky" as "overcast with a dense canopy of dirty smoke, which made us all
black as sweeps." (Palliser, in Spry 1968, p. 160) Later in the month, the party
"became enveloped in dense masses of smoke, which rolled in volumes from the
west, where the woods seemed to be on fire ... the dismal gloom giving rise to a
feeling of depression difficult to shake off' (Hector, in Spry 1968, p. 180).

Commentators frequently described the smoke as "dense," and the following
entries provide a sense of the conditions during large fires:

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Sept 27, 1822: the sky is so obscured by smoke that day is changed almost
into night. (Red River Journal, HBCA B.235/a/5, 1822-23)



Fort Pelly Vicinity
Sept. 9, 1824: A thick [smoke] covers the whole face of the surrounding
country, coming from the S.W.where probably a large tract of land or the
woods are on fire. (Fort Pelly [Swan River House] Journal, HBCA B.
159/a/81824-25)

Oct. 28, 1832: enveloped in smoke from the plains. (Fort Pelly Journal,
HBCA B.159/a/14 1832-33)

Brandon House Vicinity
Oct. 8, 1828: Plains burning in all directions... Smoke suffocating. (New
Brandon House Journal B.22/a/22)

Apart from the discomfort caused by the smoke, prairie fires were a source of
potential danger and caused anxiety when they approached settlements.

Brandon House Vicinity
May 23, 1796: The plains has been on fire these 8 days & is now approach
ing the House, a gale of wind at South (Brandon House Journal, HBCA
B.22.a.4 1796-97); May 24: The fire very near the House. (Ibid.); May 25:
the Woods on fire all round the House. (Ibid.)

Red River Settlement Vicinity
Apr. 5, 1800: the fire like to burn us out of Home the plains and woods in
fire all round us. (AJournal of Transactions by Thos. Miller for the Time
Being at Red River, HBCA B.235/a/2 1799-1800)

Oct. 2, 1829: ... the fire Raging in the Plains. (Red River Journal, HBCA
B.235/a/13 1829/30); Oct. 3: the fire very nigh the Settlement. (Ibid.)

Fort Pelly Vicinity
Apr. 27, 1829: The Country all in a blaze around us and from the dry state
of the grass threatens our Establishment. (Fort Pelly Journal, HBCA
B.159/a/10 1828-29); Apr. 29: fire still raging in the woods at no great
distance. (Ibid.); May 1: The fire Still raging round us. (Ibid.); May 2: The
Fire this morning wore an alarming appearance and threatened the
destruction of the Establishment. (Ibid.); May 4: The Country all in a
blaze. (Ibid.)

Despite the anxiety engendered by fires, only two minor incidents of damage to
buildings were reported: the partial burning of the stockades at Pembina in 1804
due to a very localized accidental fire (Henry, in Gough 1988), and the destruction
of a house at High Bluff (near Portage la Prairie) in 1869 (NorWester, October 26,
1869). As agriculture in the Red River Settlement became established, damage to
hay lands, crops and domestic animals became an increasingly serious issue. In
1832, the Council ofAssiniboia passed regulations forbidding deliberate fire-setting
between March 1 (later changed to May 31) and December 1 to combat "the great
injury done to the Woods of the Settlement by fire and the serious danger and loss
occasioned annually by that devouring element, arising from the wilfulness of some
ill-disposed persons, and the negligence of others" (Oliver 1914, p. 263). The reg
ulations provided heavy fines for offenders (half of which went to informers in an
early version of "Crime Stoppers"). These regulations were reiterated in 1841,
1851, and 1862 but the problem continued. The damages from a succession of
large fires from 1859 onward were described in detail by the feisty newspaper, the
NorWester, which began publication in December 1859. The following extract not



only illustrates the magnitude of the losses which were being incurred, but inci
dentally confirms the settlers' practice of burning to improve spring growth:

During the last fortnight, our vast level prairies have been overrun by
magnificent fires. The long rich grass covering them is now dry, and as the
ground is also pretty dry, these conflagrations are brilliant affairs at night.
When lashed by impetuous gales - such as characterize this country 
the flames roll and sweep majestically. There is really something grand,
something terrific - in fact something sublime in them. This much can
be said for their appearance; but their effect is often as mischievious as
beneficial. It is advantageous in so far as clearing off the old grass is con
cerned and preparing the soil for a clear growth next year; but injurious
in destroying our scanty fuel; and burning people's hay. Messrs. Rowand
and McKay have suffered severely in this way, already, besides many oth
ers on a smaller scale. Immense destruction of property has been the
result of the late fires all along. From about Lower Fort Garry up to the
Sturgeon Creek serious damage has been done to the settlers. Some have
lost all their hay, others part; some have lost horses [later identified as
12], others cattle, others both. Between hay, cattle, horses there must be
damage to the amount of several hundred pounds. A friend sends us
some details ofwhich the following is the substance: William McMillan 40
loads of hay; Robert Logan, 104 loads; Miss Clouston, all;James Clouston,
30 loads; James Wishart, 20 or 25; Alexander Sutherland three oxen
burnt; John Bruce a mare burnt; Robert Miller all his hay; Donald Gunn
(Little Britain) a considerable quantity;John Muir all his, and badly burnt
himself; and so on. These figures may not be correct but if they are even
an approximation that is sufficient to show the extent and nature of the
loss. (Nor'Wester, November 1, 1861)

Even with these legal sanctions, very damaging fires continued in 1862, 1863,
and 1864, the latter two during one of the most severe droughts known in the Red
River Valley. The NorWester continued to press for more severe penalties:

The losses by prairie fires this year have been very great. Hardly a day has
passed but conflagrations have been seen sweeping over the plains on
either side of the river, and the farmer who has not lost some hay in this
way counts himselfvery fortunate indeed. It is said that some of these fires
were let go on Sundays, designedly; but we would hope this is not the
case. The person who would do such a dastardly act merits the severest
punishment. If one or two such were informed against, and put in jail to
await trial for the offence, there would be less of this wanton destruction
of property by prairie fires. (Nor'Wester, September 30, 1863)

These fires were originally attributed to settlers' carelessness while burning for
hay land management, or to malice and vandalism (a 14-year old boy was found
guilty of setting two fires to flush a squirrel from a hole; these got out of hand and
"ran" extensively). Subsequent editorials suggested that travellers' camp-fires were
a significant cause. Certainly the number of people passing through the region on
the Carlton and Red River Trails was increasing, and examples of their carelessness
will be given below.

No fatalities were directly recorded in the archival accounts from southern
Manitoba, but apparently they occurred. Alexander Ross described the tragic con
sequences which were possible when fire overto-ok people in its path:



In autumn, when every species of vegetation is dry and withered, alarm
ing and destructive fires break out; the wad of a gun, or a spark from a
tobacco-pipe, being sufficient to ignite the long grass and reeds which
extend as far as the eye can reach. On these occasions, self-preservation
calls forth the frightened inhabitants en masse, to watch and guard, in
anxious forebodings, their little all. These conflagrations, once kindled,
march before the winds, it may be for weeks altogether, encircling at last
the whole colony in an ocean of flame. The natives frequently relate that
whole families have been overtaken by these irresistible fires while travel
ling through the plains, and burnt to death. Indeed, we have seen a fatal
instance, three whites and two Indians lost their lives, besides seventeen
horses, and numbers of horned cattle, while many others had a very nar
row escape. The only chance for the traveller, unless some lake or river is
at hand, is to burn the grass around him, and occupy the centre of the lit
tle clearing thus formed; in which case he will have only the smoke and
ashes to contend with. At times, however, the fire advances with such fear
ful rapidity, as to baffle any attempt of this kind; it has been known to
overtake and destroy the fleetest horse. (Ross 1856, p. 14)

Clark described a fatal incident and a "miraculous" escape of the sort recounted
by Ross, during a fire they experienced along the Missouri River in late October
1804:

The Prairie was Set on fire (or caught by accident) by a young man of the
Mandins, the fire went with such velocity that it burnt to death a man &
woman, who Could not get to any place of Safety, one man a woman &
Child much burnt and Several narrowly escaped the flame. A boy ... was
saved unhurt in the midst of the flame ... The cause of his being Saved was
a Green buffalo Skin was thrown over him by his mother who perhaps had
more fore Sight for the protection of her Son, and less for herself than
those who escaped the flame, the Fire did not burn under the Skin leav
ing the grass round the boy. This fire passed our Camp last [night] about
8 oClock P.M. it went with great rapidity and looked Tremendous. (Clark,
in Thwaites 1969, p. 211)

Nor were bison always able to escape. Moore (1972) cited examples of bison
deaths due to fire in 1850 in Nebraska (one involving 1,000 animals), and several
reports come from observers in the region covered by this article:

Now that there is snow on the ground, there is nothing more to fear
[from fire]. Wherever the fire passes there can be no animals for the
entire winter. It is a dreadful sight to see the fire start in the dry grass, and
then be swept along by a strong wind. It travels with astonishing rapidity,
and even though there is little to feed it, it is sufficient to burn herds of
considerable numbers, which cannot escape its velocity, and which, if they
do not die on the spot, survive but a short time. (Provencher to Panet,
November 24, 1819, in Nute 1942, p. 250)

Country around us is all on fire ... When the fire passes over the Plains,
which takes place almost yearly, great numbers of Horses & Buffalo are
destroyed by that element, for those Animals will not move when they see
they are surrounded by fire, but allow themselves to be burned to death.
(Harmon near Devil's Lake, March 1804, in Lamb 1957, pp. 77-78)

The most graphic descriptions of bison caught by fire come from 1804, a year
of apparently widespread fire during the deep drought of 1803-05. Near Pembina,



Alexander Henry reported "Fire in the plains in every direction" on October 27,
"Fire running all over the country" on November 1, and still "raging all over the
plains" on November 19. On November 25, as the fire continued to burn, he made
the following poignant entry:

Plains burnt in every direction. Blind Buffalo to be seen wandering about
every moment. The poor beasts have all their hair singed off to the Skin,
and even the skin in many places is shrivelled up and burnt in many places
in a most terrible manner, their Eyes swollen and closed fast. It was really
pitiful to see them walking about, sometimes running foul of a large stone,
at other times tumbling down hill and falling into Creeks that were not yet
frozen over. In one spot we found a whole herd laying all dead near each
other, the Fire having passed here only yesterday. Those animals were all
still good and fresh and. many of them exceedingly fat... At sunset we
arrived at the Indian Camp after having performed an extraordinary day's
ride and seen an uncredible number of Roasted, Dead and Dying, Blind,
Lame and Singed Buffalo the whole day. Saw the fire still raging all night
towards the South West. (Henry, in Gough 1988, p. 166-67)

On October 11-24,1804, Charles Mackenzie described a scene very similar to that
observed by Henry, but 250 km to the west between Brandon and the Missouri
River:

[We travelled] though many extensive plains, most of which were in
flames, as is generally the case at this season of the year. In the course of
a few days, we observed whole herds of buffaloes with their hair singed;
some were blind, and half roasted carcasses strewed our way. (Mackenzie,
in Masson 1960, p. 328)

According to the journal of F.A. Larocque, fires were still burning in this general
region (near the Souris River) late in November (the fire observed by Mackenzie
and Larocque may have been the same one which produced the fatalities described
by Clark):

Nov. 14: ... the plains being burnt; Nov. 16: The plains were burnt in many
places; Nov. 19: The plains being on fire to the south-west, and the wind
blowing from that quarter, brought such volumes of smoke as prevented
us from seeing one hundred yards before us; Nov. 20: The wind having
shifted south, the weather was clear for about two hours, when again it
veered to the south-west and we were involved in smoke, but not so thick
as yesterday. (Larocque, in Masson 1960, pp. 300-301)

The death of horses was mentioned by Ross and Harmon (cited above), and the
Nor'Wester (November 1 and 15, 1860) reported that prairie fires had killed twelve
horses and three oxen in the Red River Settlement. Hind attributed the loss of abo
riginal horses to their

habit of crowding around the smoke of a fire to avoid the torment of flies
which makes Indian horses so difficult to drive from a prairie fire. Many
are burned every year on account of their being unable to comprehend
the danger which threatens them. (Hind, 1860, Vol. 2, p. 117)

In 1870, Butler witnessed a similar phenomenon with cattle:

My host "made a smoke," and the cattle came close around and stood into
the very fire itself, scorching their hides in attempting to escape the stings
of their ruthless tormentors. (Butler, 1923, p. 95)



Burned prairie may have improved the quality of spring growth for bison but it
also eliminated winter forage, causing them to move away from the burned area.
The adverse effects of this on the proximity of bison and food supplies was noted
in numerous accounts:

should [the fire] continue its progress all over the Country we shall be
hard put to for provisions as there will be no Buffalo and nothing can stop
its fury but Snow or Rain. (Henry, in Gough 1988, p. 100)

Fire takes again in the plains, it runs on the N. side of the Pembina- bad
prospect for meat for the winter as it will drive off all the Buffalo. (Miles
MacDonnell, 1812, in Manitoba Pageant 7, no. 3 [April 1962])

The fire went pretty well all around, but fortunately it did not burn the
prairies in the neighbourhood of Pembina, whence the colony gets all its
meat. .. Wherever the fire passes there can be no animals for the entire
winter. (Provencher to Panet, November 24, 1819, in Nute 1942, p. 250)

... fire having overrun the plains in Red River, buffaloes had become so
scarce that none were to be found nearer than at the upper part of
Pembina River, so that the poor colonists were reduced to great distress
and want. (Wentzel to McKenzie, May 23, 1820, in Masson 1960, p. 129)

The season has been so dry that the prairies are burned almost com
pletely, a condition which will probably cause us to experience famine, at
least as far as meat is concerned... The fire not only traversed the Red
River area, but also all the prairies as far as Fort des Prairies [on the North
Saskatchewan River], whence the company gets its supplies. (Provencher
to Plessis, November 29, 1822, in Nute 1942, p. 379)

In this region [southwest of Fort Qu'Appelle] prairie fires have burned
off the grass [in 1866] to such an extent that it was necessary to travel one
hundred and sixty miles to the more distant hills before we sighted the
first band of buffalo. Usually three days travel is enough to get all the
meat that is needed. (Traill, in Atwood 1970, p. 54) ... This has been a very
hard winter [1866-67] for food owing to the great fires on the Plains last
summer and fall. The buffalo remained scarce and far off. (Ibid., p. 72)

Another serious misfortune likewise frequently results from these wanton
fires, and from which the authors are themselves frequently punished,
viz., they cut off the buffalo sometimes from a whole district of country,
and thus often are the cause of great privation and distress. (Palliser in
Spry 1968, p. 157)

Hind also noted the effects of fire on bison migration routes:

One object in burning the prairie at this time, was to turn the buffalo;
they had crossed the Saskatchewan in great numbers near the Elbow, and
were advancing towards us, and crossing the Qu'Appelle not far from the
Height of Land; by burning the prairie east of their course, they would be
diverted to the south, and feed for a time on the Grand Coteau before
they pursued their way to the Little Souris, in the country of the Sioux,
south of the 49th parallel (Hind 1860, Vol. 1, p. 336)

If the plains have been extensively burned in the autumn, the search for
the main herds during the following spring must depend on the course
the fires have taken... fires interfere with [their] systematic migration,
but there are no other impediments which will divert the buffalo from
their course ... (Hind 1860, Vol. 2, pp. 107-09)



Fire was sometimes used as a deliberate aboriginal commercial strategy to "man
age" fur traders as well as bison. By forcing the bison away from trading posts, they
could "then reap a handsome profit as middlemen when the company was forced
to approach them for pemmican." (Pyne 1983, p. 8) Perhaps the earliest account
of this practice is from 1780, at Hudson House on the North Saskatchewan River:

we are very like to be in a very bad situation for provisions [in the coming
months] ... the Ground is all burnt, and no Buffallo, the Natives burnt it
as they [the buffalo] was nigh [at] hand in the fall and far from the
Beaver Country, [they did this on] purpose that they might get a great
price for provisions, but great part of them has payed for it since, by
Hunger and [being] obliged to go far off. (R. Longmoor to W. Tomison,
January 17,1781, in Rich 1952, p. 175)

In 1794 at Fort George on the North Saskatchewan, Duncan M'Gillivray noted that
. "the Indians often made use of this method to frighten away the animals to
enhance the value of their own provisions" (M'Gillvray, in Morton 1929, p. 33).
According to Ray (1974, p. 134), "fire was the chief weapon which the tribes used
to apply economic pressure," and traders' complaints about this strategy became
common. Although never explicitly stated, some of the fires in southern Manitoba,
particularly those near Pembina, may have reflected this tactic.

In 1822, George Simpson saw fires as an aboriginal "scorched earth policy" in
revenge for the amalgamation of the North West and Hudson's Bay Companies:

The Company's establishment from this place [Fort Garry] to the source
of the Assiniboine have even been at times in a state of Famine... The fail
ure of the Buffalo may be attributed to two causes, one is that the plain
Indians finding the coalition had taken place conceived that the sole
object was as they express it "to render them pitiful," and by way of hav
ing revenge determined on Starving the Traders by keeping the Buffalo
off in the Summer and Fall, which was easily effected by obstructing them
at their usual passes to the Northward, setting fire to the Plains, etc.
(Simpson to A. Colville, in Merk 1931, p. 180)

Another incident of suspected (but unproven) sabotage, this time of United
States Army hay supplies, was reported at Pembina in 1863 as tensions between the
Sioux and the American government were increasing:

We are informed that a great deal of hay, which was made for the U.S.
troops, has been burned at Pembina, and suspicion falls on the Sioux.
Two of these gentry made their appearance a short time before, to a H.
B. Co's servant who was in the vicinity of the hay ground, and were very
particular in their enquiries as to what hay was owned by "Saganash" (the
English). A great deal of the hay owned by Americans thereabouts was
burned soon afterwards. (Nor'Wester, October 28, 1863)

Hydrometeorological consequences of fire were occasionally noted or specu
lated upon. The removal of the grass cover reduced the "trap efficiency" of the
burned area and increased the naturally considerable loss of winter snow from
wind, making winter travel over the prairie more difficult:

Fort Ellice Vicinity
Dec. 15, 1822: The hauling is so bad owing to the plains being burnt and
not retaining the snow. (Fort Ellice Journal, HBCA B.63/a/3 1822-23)



Brandon House Vicinity
Mar. 2,1829: we have only a slight thaw today for the first time and it only
requires a slight one, indeed, to render the plains, which have burned in
Autumn, impassable with sleds; there being on such grounds scarcely any
snow during the winter. (New Brandon HouseJournal, HBCA B.22/a/22
1828-29)

In the spring following a fire, the shallower snowpack and lower albedo of the
burned areas caused them to lose their snow first, providing sites for early new
growth, as James Hector of the Palliser Expedition noted:

The rapidity with which grass springs up when the snow clears off the
ground is very astonishing. Places where fire had consumed the grass in
the previous autumn, after that season's growth had ceased, now became
green in the course of a few days, as the snow always disappears from
these spots first. (Hector in Spry 1968, p. 391)

Macoun theorized that fire altered the hydrologic properties of the prairie sur-
face by changing soil structure, reducing infiltration, and increasing runoff:

as soon as fires cease, and where the water runs off now, it will pass into
the soil through the old grass (or mulch). Three years without fires would
change the growth of grass so much that many would think the rainfall
had increased, when it was only retained by nature's own covering.
(Macoun 1882, p. 287)

While travelling with Sandford Fleming in 1872, Grant attributed the occur
rence ofJuly and August frosts in the area northwest of Fort Ellice to "the general
destruction of trees by fire ... If there were forests, there would be greater rainfall,
less heavy dews, and probably no frosts." (Grant 1925, p. 125) The comments by
Grant and Macoun, however, should be viewed with some caution: both were less
than objective observers, attempting to portray the agricultural potential of the
region in the most favourable light and minimize the climatic shortcomings which
Hind and Palliser had emphasized. To Macoun and Grant, fire may have provided
a convenient (and correctable) scapegoat.

The possibility that fires may grow into fire-storm systems with strong convective
activity has been suggested (Vogel 1974), and such an event may have been expe
rienced by Palliser in the October 1857 fire:

dense smoke to the north and east from the fire we observed yesterday...
At 8 o'clock this evening the wind increased to a stiff breeze, and at 10 a
storm came on blowing successively from all points of the compass. This
is frequently the case in the vicinity of a prairie fire sufficiently large to
disturb the equilibrium of the atmosphere. The extent of this fire was very
great, and the whole atmosphere glowed from north to east. (Palliser, in
Spry 1968, p. 158)

The greatest effect of fire must certainly have been the protection of the grass
land against invasion by aspen and other woody species. Hildebrand and Scott
(1987, p. 213) concluded that in the 1890s "the grassland/parkland boundary was
located farther north than would be expected if its position was influenced exclu
sively by soil moisture availability," with fire given as one possible reason; and the his
torical accounts are emphatic and unanimous that the fire-grassland combination
was winning the boundary war during much of the nineteenth century. From his
travels through western Canada from 1786 to 1808, David Thompson concluded



that "[because of fire] the Great Plains are constantly increasing in length and
breadth, and Deer give place to the Bison." (Glover 1962, pp. 185-86) Along the
Red River in 1798, he observed:

the whole distance was meadowland, and no other woods than saplings of
oak, ash and elder. From the many charred stumps of pines it was evident
this [west] side of the river was once a pine forest. (Thompson, in Glover
1962, p. 185)

This theme of grasslands replacing previously wooded prairie was restated by
Keating in 1823, and over and over again by Hind, Palliser, and many others from
the mid-nineteenth century onward, with fire invariably cited as the cause:

In the settlement of the west side of the [Red River] valley [south of
Pembina], I should recommend... enclosure of the fields ... being a pro
tection against the fires upon the prairies, they would have the effect of
accumulating the timber which is now yearly destroyed by the fires. For
the fact that this effect would be produced, it is only necessary to advert
to the state of the country in the vicinity of St. Louis, which twenty or thir
ty years ago was open prairie, and which, in consequence of the protec
tion from fires; by settlement and cultivation, is now covered with dense
groves of oak. (Pope 1850, p. 43)

The northern forests, which in former times descended more nearly to
the frontier of this central desert [the "Palliser Triangle"], have been
greatly encroached upon and, as it were, pushed backwards to the north
through the effect of frequent fires. (Palliser, in Spry 1968, p. 9)

Thus large tracts of country now prairie lands have at one time grown
valuable forests, and their present absence is the result of the repeated
ravages of fire. Where a scattered and stunted growth of willows is found,
as a general rule, was ancient forest land... (Ibid., p. 231)

The northern part of Saskatchewan is a partially wooded country, having
at one time been covered by an extension of the great pine forests of the
north, which have been removed by successive fires. (Ibid., p. 523)

The upper part of the valley [Pipestone Creek in southwestern Manitoba
in the 1870s] is filled with wood, which extends in clumps into the Wolf
Hills, that were formerly covered with fine forests of aspen, but these have
nearly all disappeared within the last thirty years. (Macoun 1882, p. 69)

And the beauty in former years had been still greater, for, though the fires
have somehow been kept off this district for a few years, it is not very long
since both hardwood and evergreens as well as willows and aspens, grew
all over it; and then, at every season of the year, it must have been beau
tiful. It is only of late years that fires have been frequent; and they are so
disastrous to the whole of our North-West that energetic action should be
taken to prevent them. (Grant in 1872, in Grant 1925, p. 129)

The rapidity with which some tracts between Prairie Portage and Fort
Ellice were stated to me to have been converted from forest to prairie is
almost incredible. (Bell 1876, p. 55)

From the earliest days prairie fires had been a scourge... That the
prairie at one time was covered with timber, remnants of old logs and
roots frequently dug up at considerable depth testify. We still see the
process of denudation going on. Timber line in 1874 was only some
forty miles north of Calgary. To-day [early in the twentieth century]



through constant burning there is little timber south of the Red Deer
River. The same is true of the country about Edmonton. When I first vis
ited the district in 1875 the land was heavily timbered. Now it is mostly
open as far as Clyde, some fifty miles north of Edmonton, and beyond
that still are large open stretches that once were thickly forested. (Denny
1939, p. 233)

Hind's concern about the reduction of the forests and the effects of fire in gen
eral bordered on the obsessive, probably owing to the unfortunate timing of his
visit to the prairies in the year after the 1857 conflagration:

Small "hummocks" of aspens, and clumps of partially burnt willows, were
the only remaining representatives of an extensive aspen forest which
formerly covered the country between Boss Creek and the Assiniboine. So
great had been the change during twenty years in the general aspect of
this region that our old hunter, who had undertaken to guide us ... con
fessed that he did not "know the country" ... He had not visited it for twen
ty years, and during that interval the timber, which formerly consisted of
aspens and willows, had nearly all disappeared. The old man was correct;
the face of the country had changed, the aspen forest had been burnt,
and no vestige remained. (Hind 1860, Vol. 1, p. 308)

An old Indian born in this part of the country [region of the
Qu'Appelle River], told us that he remembered the time when the whole
of the prairie through which we had passed since leaving Fort Ellice was
one continuous forest, broken only by two or three narrow intervals of
barren ground... A portion of the old forest alluded to by the Indian still
exists [on the edge of the Qu'Appelle Valley]. It consists of aspen of large
growth and very thickly set. (Ibid., p. 318)

The annual extension of the prairie from [fire] is very remarkable. The
limits of the wooded country are becoming less year by year, and from the
almost universal prevalence of small aspen woods it appears that in for
mer times the wooded country extended beyond the Qu'appelle, or three
or four degrees of latitude south of its present limit. (Ibid., p. 405)

Fires here [Little Saskatchewan River north of Brandon] as elsewhere
have damaged the forest which once covered the country. (Ibid., p. 437)

That forests once covered a vast area in Rupert's Land there is no reason
to doubt. Not only do the traditions of the natives refer to former forests,
but the remains of many still exist as detached groves in secluded valleys,
also on the crests of hills, or in the form of blackened prostrated trunks...
The agent which has caused the destruction of the forests that once cov
ered many parts of the prairies is undoubtedly fire. (Hind 1860, Vol. 2, p.
376)

These accounts of more extensively wooded prairie, if taken at face value, raise
the question of why grasslands may have been expanding (or the woodlands con
tracting) during the nineteenth century. Was a climatic change responsible, one
which would have favoured grassland and its ever-present companion, fire? There
is evidence that droughts in the late eighteenth century were of sufficient severity
to initiate sand dune activity in many parts of the region (Sauchyn 1999, Wolfe and
Lemmen 1999, MacDonald and Case 2000), and the period 1770-1820 was marked
by several large forest fires in Itasca State Park, Minnesota (Clark 1990). From early
in the nineteenth century, however, most proxy data and historic accounts indicate



cool, moist conditions (Rannie 1999) which should have enabled forests to reestab
lish themselves. Campbell et al. (1994) suggested that the elimination of the bison
may have permitted aspen to advance because of reduced wear on trees after the
late 1870s in Saskatchewan and early 1880s in Alberta; while this may have played
some role in the post-bison expansion, it cannot explain accounts of the earlier,
more extensive woodland area when bison were abundant.

A more productive hypothesis might be that fires of human origin were increas
ing during the period of these observations, initially in conjunction with changing
circumstances in the fur trade. The reports of expanding grasslands from
Thompson onward coincided with dramatic changes in the structure of the fur
trade and the aboriginals' role in it. The emergence of the North West Company
in the late eighteenth century, the proliferation of posts, and the passage of large
fur brigades greatly increased the permanent population and traffic through the
region. To these were added changes in the aboriginal use of the grasslands as they
became principal suppliers to the growing fur empire. Ray (1972) described this
change:

as the number of posts multiplied (there were 21 in operation on the
Assiniboine River alone in 1795) and the lines of communication length
ened, the provision requirements of the fur trade mushroomed... [This
favoured] an increasing dependence on the resources of the plains envi
ronment. This shift in emphasis took place most rapidly among certain
bands ofAssiniboine ... [who] were quick to recognize the growing impor
tance of food supplies for the fur traders and attempted to capitalize on
it at a very early date ... It was this ... economic flexibility that these groups
possessed which enabled them to move out of the forests into the grass
lands at a relatively rapid pace during the [late] eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. (Ray 1972, pp. 115-16)

The aboriginal use of fire to improve forage for bison, to apply economic pres
sure, and to obtain commercial advantage over the fur companies has been noted
above. From an analysis of the provisioning activities at Cumberland House,
Colpitts (1997) found that bison began to assume an increasing importance after
about 1780, and that the "provisioning hinterland" was expanding rapidly. In the
nineteenth century, particularly after 1820, the Metis in the Red River Valley
entered the provisioning business, with large Red River cart brigades moving onto
the plains in organized bison hunts. Ross (1856) reported that 1,210 carts and
1,630 people gathered at the Pembina rendezvous for the summer hunt in 1840,
and in 1849 "a party of twelve hundred carts went in a body south of Devil's Lake."
(Woods 1850, p. 8) As bison became scarce in the Red River Valley, the focus of the
hunts shifted westward, particularly to south-central Saskatchewan, the region in
which Hind and Palliser were so dismayed by the "ravages" of fire and its effect on
the woodlands. Interestingly, Nelson and England (1971) suggested that the peak
in fire frequency at Carlton House was from 1835 to 1860.

The majority of the fur posts and travel lines were in the general parkland/
grassland boundary region (Figure 1), reflecting the importance of provisioning to
the fur trade:

The [Hudson's Bay] Company's posts between Red River and Edmonton
are placed on the dividing line between the wooded country and the
prairies, as close to the latter as good positions for wood and water can be



found ... The main business of the Saskatchewan posts lies in procuring
food for the other districts. (Governor Dallas to E. Ellice, Fort Garry,
October 18, 1862, in Gordon 1979, p. 48)

These travel lines became increasingly formalized in the Carlton Trail (from the
Red River Settlement to Fort Ellice, Carlton House, and along the North
Saskatchewan River to Fort Edmonton) and Red River Trails (several distinct
routes east and west of the Red River between the Red River Settlement and Fort
Snelling/St. Paul). Eventually these Trails became the main supply lines for both
the Red River Settlement and the posts in Saskatchewan and Alberta.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the human causes of fire in the Red River Valley
were probably less related to the fur trade than to the activities of agriculturalists
and the growing traffic along the Trails. As was noted, the carelessness of the set
tlers in the Red River Settlement in the fall burning of hay lands led the Council
of Assiniboia to make fire regulation the first ordinance of its initial meeting in
1832, and the problem seemed to become especially acute by the 1850s and 1860s.
At the same time, the traffic on the Trails was growing into a constant stream of
what Bell (1876) called "promiscuous" prairie travelling (quoted in Nelson and
England 1971, p. 306). According to Hargrave (1871), about 1,500 Red River carts
were employed on the Red River Trails in the early 1860s, and a return trip from
St. Paul to Carlton House took 70-80 days; with multiple trips, as many as 2,500
carts may have passed over the Red River Trails in a single season (Green 1974). To
these must be added the still significant fur trade traffic, military expeditions, sci
entific parties, missionaries, and a myriad of migrants and tourists. Each of these
parties represented a potential ignition source with every meal cooked or pipe
smoked. Palliser's attribution of the 1857 conflagration to Lacombe's camp fire was
noted above and several other examples illustrate the point. On October 6, 1851,
near Pembina, Wesley Bond and a company of dragoons independently touched
off two fires a few kilometres apart:

To-day we have set fire to the prairies by accident in getting dinner. The
dragoons ahead have done the same, and the strong wind bears it back
on us with astonishing rapidity; we are enveloped in immense clouds of
smoke, through which we travelled all the afternoon - the fire roaring
all around and under our feet. (Bond 1857, p. 298)

Another careless fire in the vicinity of Pembina, started by James, Earl of
Southesk, in May 1859, illustrates how easily the prairie could be ignited:

Later in the day we... traversed another considerable prairie, covered all
over with long withered herbage of the bygone season. Taking no heed of
this store of inflammable stuff, I carelessly threw away a match with which
I had been lighting my meerschaum; in an instant the prairie was in a
blaze. The wind speedily bore the flames away from us, and ere long the
conflagration raged far and wide. I never heard to what extent it spread,
but for hours afterwards we could see its lurid glow illuminating the
darkness of the distant horizon. (Southesk 1875, p. 19)

On August 14, 1872, on the Carlton Trail northwest of the Touchwood Hills,
Sandford Fleming passed near a prairie fire "kindled probably by embers that had
been left carelessly behind at a camp"; and, as if in confirmation, the next day he
reported that he "met or passed a great many teams and brigades... traders going
west, and half-breeds returning east with carts well-laden with buffalo skins and



dried meat" (Russell 1971, p. 57). On the same expedition near the Minnedosa
River (also on the Carlton Trail), Macoun observed that

fires were gradually denuding the whole country of wood, as the margins
of all groves show the action of fires ... The timber on its banks is nearly
all destroyed by the recklessness of travellers. In a few years there will not
be a tree left in the country. (Ibid., pp. 67-68).

In 1877, a contractor for the telegraph line between Swan River and Edmonton
saw carelessness by non-aboriginals as the dominant cause of fire, a view shared by
Macoun during his fourth expedition to the prairies in 1880:

I do not think that the Indians set fire to the prairies as much as has been
represented. The Half-Breeds, who travel in [cart] trains, and the white
men, are very reckless; they think that it is the last time they will be over
the route and that it does not matter. (Quoted in Raby 1966, p. 84)

Many people blame the Indian for setting the prairie on fire, but my expe
rience leads me to lay the blame on the white men, especially the young
bloods who go shooting in the fall. A stump of a cigar dropped on the
prairie is much more dangerous than an Indian fire. (Macoun 1922, p.
174)

In summary, although fire of both human and lightning origin must always have
been a normal feature of the grasslands, it is proposed here that its frequency and
extent increased dramatically late in the eighteenth century, marking the begin
ning ofwhat might be referred to as the "Grass Fire Era." In this scenario, the "Era"
was initiated by structural changes in the fur trade (aided perhaps by favourable cli
matic conditions) which led to changes in the aboriginals' cultural ecology and an
increase in their use of the grasslands as they became provisioners to the burgeon
ing food requirements of the trade. Within a few decades, the human-caused fires
escalated with the highly organized Metis bison hunts, the hay meadow burning
near the settlements, and the growth of traffic along the Red River and Carlton
Trails. The greatest effects of fire would have been felt in the grassland/parkland
boundary region where these activities were most concentrated, lending support to
the observations of grassland expansion and reduction of forests which permeated
all scientific writing of the period.

The End of the "Grass Fire Era"

If the "Grass Fire Era" began with a transformation in the cultural ecology of
the grasslands in the late eighteenth century, an equally dramatic change a century
later - the demise of the bison and the spread of agriculture after 1880 - may be
said to have ended the "Era." The virtual elimination of the bison by the late 1870s
removed the motivation for "range management" by fire over much of the prairies,
adding a quite different dimension to the suggestion by Campbell et al. (1994, p.
360) that "bison extirpation may have caused aspen expansion in western Canada."
The changes which agriculture would bring were foreseen by George Grant in
1872:

The rich grass is destroyed by autumn fires, which a spark kindles, and
which destroy also the wood, which formerly was of larger size and much
more abundant than now... But when settlers come in, all this will be
changed. The grass will be cut at the proper time, and stacked for the cat
tle, and then there will not be the wide spreading dried fuel to feed the



fires, and give them their ever increasing force. Fields of ploughed land,
interspersed here and there, shall set bounds to the flames, and tourists
and travellers will be less likely to leave their camp-fires burning. (Grant
near Fort Ellice, August 1872, in Grant 1925, pp. 121-22)

The reduction in fires, however, was rather more protracted than Grant (and
others) anticipated. The growing population of farmers, ranchers and cowboys,
and other settlers, and particularly the arrival of the railways all brought new
sources of ignition which may have increased fire frequency for a few decades.
Certainly prairie fires continued to present a hazard and large burns occurred in
the 1880s, 1890s, and into the early 1900s (Macoun 1882, Bird 1961, Raby 1966,
Rowe 1969). With time, however, they became progressively more localized by the
artificial fire breaks of ploughed land, harvested hayfields, roads, farmsteads,
fences and other features of the new culture. Where these were not sufficient, they
were augmented by organized fire suppression and by legislation to deter careless
ness, as Raby (1966) has outlined for Saskatchewan.

Grass fires continue to occur but they are normally small and inconsequential
in comparison with the "awful splendor" of their historic counterparts in the "Grass
Fire Era."

Notes

The writer is indebted to colleagues Danny Blair, jock Lehr and Geoff Scott at the University
of Winnipeg for many helpful suggestions and critical comments during the preparation of
this article, and to Weldon Hiebert for his drafting of the figures.

1.. To avoid proliferation of references, archival catalogue numbers are cited with the quotation
(Hudson's Bay Company Archives are prefixed by HBCA, Provincial Archives of Manitoba with PAM);
quotations from published volumes are listed in the normal fashion. All quotations are given in the
original language but with modern spelling.

2. References to "smoky" conditions were usually accompanied by other comments or wind directions
which indicated that the source of the smoke was grass fire rather than forest fire.
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The Sheppard Journals:
Gender Division of Labour on a Southern Alberta Ranch

Shirley Musekamp

ABSTRACT. There is an ongoing discussion among historians and literary critics about the myths sur
rounding the culture associated with ranching. While myths may valorize the individuals who perform
the work on ranches, they often serve to alienate those same individuals from society. Comparing an
individual's account of experience to myths serves to construct an interpretation of the experience
which validates rather than valorizes such enterprise. Valorization artificially creates or raises a value. In
contrast, validation honours that value in a manner that is well grounded. In the present case validation
is a just recompense to the cattlemen whose labour has been performed under adverse conditions in
the Alberta foothills and prairies. The realities of the conditions of ranching in the early days of south
ern Alberta - hauling feed through drifting snow and harvesting in the heat of summer - are chron
icled by Henry Norman Sheppard and his son, HenryJr., in two sets of daily journals.

SOMMAIRE. Historiens et critiques litteraires sont encore aux prises avec les mythes qui entourent la
culture du ranch. Tandis que les mythes tendent avaloriser les individus qui travaillent dans les ranchs,
ils les ecartent egalement de la societe. La comparaison de l'experience d'un individu avec les mythes
sert aconstruire une interpretation de cette experience qui prouve le bien-fonde de l' entreprise plutot
qu'elle ne la valorise. De facon artificielle, la valorisation cree ou bien rehausse une valeur; la valida
tion, au contraire, fait solidement honneur acette valeur. Dans le cas qui nous occupe, la validation est
une juste recompense pour les eleveurs qui ont oeuvre dans les conditions defavorables des prairies et
contreforts de I'Alberta. Les realites de l'elevage debutant dans Ie sud de I'Alberta - depuis le trans
port du fourrage au milieu des congeres jusqu'a la recolte en pleine chaleur - sont notees par Henry
Norman Sheppard et son fils, Henryjunior, dans deux series de joumaux.

There is an ongoing discussion among historians and literary critics about the
myths surrounding the culture associated with ranching. George Lyon, employing
Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of the novel, points out that while myths may valorize the
individuals who perform the work on ranches, they often serve to alienate those
same individuals from society. 1 Bakhtin's is a dialectical approach that serves to
delineate the ideological aspects of a text from other unspoken realities embedded
within it. Applied to texts such as private journals, such an approach provides a
means of comparing an individual's account of experience to supposed myths and
thus serves to construct an interpretation of the experience which validates rather
than valorizes such enterprise. Valorization artificially creates or raises a value. In
contrast, validation honours that value in a manner that is, according to the Oxford
English Dictionary, sound, defensible, and well grounded. Validation is a just and



important recompense to the cattlemen whose labour has been performed under
the adverse conditions of cold winters and hot summers in the Alberta foothills and
prairies.

The realities of the conditions of ranching in the early days of southern Alberta
- hauling feed through drifting snow and harvesting in the heat of summer - are
chronicled by Henry Norman Sheppard and his son, HenryJr., in two sets of daily
journals. These journals cover the years between 1907 and 1951, from a time when
teams of heavy horses were used for hauling on the ranch until mechanized farm
machinery was introduced to improve farming techniques. This is the period fol
lowing the cattle empires, after the plains and the foothills had been stocked with
Longhorn cattle from the United States and the registered Herefords and
Shorthorns were arriving from England.' Henry Sr. came from England himself,
immigrating to Alberta in 1887 when some of the larger parcels of land, between
22,000 and 100,000 acres, were being divided and fenced.' He bought his first
ranch, the Cottonwood, in 1899, but moved to a second, Riverbend Ranch, in High
River with his wife Bee in 1908. 4 After her death he moved once more (in 1917)
with his sons Henry Jr., Jay, George, and Bert, to settle at what is now the Ruth
Maccoy Heritage Park (named after his step-granddaughter and bequeathed in her
will to the city of High River to be designated as an historic site). Here, they worked
together to develop the new home. Bert inherited the Riverbend Ranch where the
family had lived previously. Cattle and horses were HenryJr.'s main occupation in
the early years at the new ranch; later his focus shifts to the raising of crops.

The transcription of the Sheppard journals will serve as an interpretative tool
for the artifacts at the site, and will constitute a primary source available for further
scholarly research. This article, the beginning of an extensive examination of the
journals, focuses upon perceptions of gender and on the division of labour in the
Sheppard family history. In "Gender History and Historical Practice," Joy Parr's
study of how gender has influenced historical representation, she says, "manliness
and womanliness are socially constituted and continually reconstrued in specific
historical conjunctures." A study of issues of gender in the Sheppard journals
shows how Henry Jr. represented the women and men in conjunction with the
labour they performed. The question is: Did he distinguish those tasks done by
men from those done by women? While it must be admitted that no history is writ
ten in the absence of ideological influence in the selection of events and their
placement within a text, there is evidence in HenryJr.'sjournals to suggest that he
did not tailor his descriptions of men and the women to fit prescribed gender
images. The data provided by the journals is quite raw; that is, the daily events and
the ranch work performed are tersely recorded without embellishment, suggesting
that the physical labour done by both women and men seem routine to the lives of
his family.

In contrast, the writing of Henry's brother, Bert, offers evidence of rhetorical
strategies to frame the images of men as renegades. He frames the images of
women, at least those he seemed to admire, within specific and flattering contexts:
as strong and robust. He notes in his published memoirs, Spitzee Days, that Miss
Shakerley, the sister ofArthur Shakerley, owner of a small horse ranch, "decided it
was her duty to carry on" when her brother was killed in World War 1.6 The ranch
was an outfit that bred and raised polo ponies and Shire horses. Bert Sheppard has
Miss Shakerley pictured mounted on one of her brother's fine-blooded polo ponies.



This example demonstrates how editorial intervention can make a narrative conform
to ideological beliefs ofwhat are proper male and female images. In an example con
cerned with. both gender and racial issues, Capturing Women: The Manipulation of
Cultural Imagery in Canadas Prairie West, Sarah Carter argues that the journals of
Theresa Delaney and Theresa Gowanlock were "carefully constructed to serve cer
tain interests while condemning others."? The women, having been taken and held
captive in Big Bear's camp for two months, had made initial statements about "their
relatively good treatment," says Carter, but their stories were later revised to repre
sent "their captivity as a tale of barbaric savages and helpless white women;" Henry
Sheppard's terse journal entries seem, by comparison, devoid of enhancement.

Henry SheppardJr. is nonetheless as subjective in his selection of details as any
author. His journals offer evidence, therefore, of his particular beliefs and prefer
ences, and the biases that directed his thought processes. This evidence suggests
that he was a man dedicated to his family, that he was a fairly regular attendant at
church, and that he was committed to the welfare of those animals under his stew
ardship. While there is evidence of these ideologies in the daily entries, there is lit
tle to support the idea that Henry Jr. advocated a traditional division of labour
between men and women, and much to support the notion that he assumed chores
would be done by those available, regardless of gender. An example of ideologi
cally based gender distinctions is found in Letters from a Lady Rancher. Sheilagh
Jameson cites in her introduction that Monica Hopkins "did not undertake field
work to help at haying or harvest time - undoubtedly Billie [Monica's husband]
would have been aghast at any suggestion that she do SO."9 Monica's responsibility,
much to her disdain, was to take care of the hens, "which she termed 'brainless
creatures."?" Contrary to this depiction of women's roles, the Sheppard women
worked in the barns and the fields, took care of poultry, and were, like many of
their female friends, avid and accomplished equestrians."

The Sheppard journals do suggest, however, that specific family members reg
ularly performed certain chores such as food preparation, milking, butter churn
ing, and tending the cattle, while the hired help did others such as threshing. Some
years indicate greater family prosperity than other years: for example the notations
of the sales of produce and livestock that were made, and the number of workers
that were employed to help out on the ranch, are greater in 1930 and 1931 than at
any other time. Henry often used his journal to record the number of hours he and
the workers put in and the quantities of grain and hay they processed. He does not
always make note of Ruth's and Evelyn's accomplishments; however, this does not
mean that they were idle. While reading the daily entries it is important to recog
nize that not all the chores performed are explicitly mentioned; often the work
they did is implicit and one is left to assume they completed their chores because
there is no mention of anyone else doing them except when one of them is sick.

The Sheppards were not as affluent as some families in their social circle; thus,
they could not afford to hire household servants. Bee Sheppard, Henry's mother,
came from England towork as a governess for the Greig family, importers of the
first Hereford cattle." Henry Norman Sheppard also came over from England to
work on the Greig ranch. The Sheppards kept no housemaids since their house was
very small - only two large rooms, one ofwhich was divided to provide a bedroom
for Ruth - and they employed only occasional labourers to help with the outside
work. Family members did most of the work themselves. For a number of years



Left to right: Bert Sheppard, Henry Sheppard,Jr., Mary Sheppard, unknown visitor (c. 1925)
(source: Derek Runciman collection)

after Bee Sheppard passed away, from 1913 until HenryJr. married Evelyn, Henry
Norman Sheppard and his sons were left to do both the inside and the outside
chores with the exception of those times when Henry Sr.'s sister, Mary, visited."
Since George and Bert remained bachelors and Henry Norman did not remarry,
their households were run solely by themselves. Even when Bee was alive, she did
not confine herself to household chores. An excerpt from her own daily journal
kept in 1893 demonstrates that her concerns were much the same as the men's:
that is, she was concerned with livestock births, the weather, and the productivity
of the laying hens." She noted on April 3, 1893 that she had "to kill dark yellow hen
for eating eggs... Ate her yesterday.'?" Bee was also an adept horsewoman with a
reputation of great stamina for riding a Clyde horse sidesaddle sixty miles to attend
a dance and then dancing all night."

The Sheppards were members of a community that valued hard work. They
were a group that seemed to find their European class distinctions unimportant
and the accoutrements of their previous lifestyle impractical once they had arrived
in High River. In the home (or cabin) of Charlie Blunt, a "barrel of beautiful
Minton and Royal Worcester china stood in the corner, unpacked, just as it had
been shipped from England" by his family; and a Persian rug "too large for the
cabin" was cut by Charlie to fit." Blunt seems to have been a remittance man, born
in India, educated in England, liked by everyone, but described in Leaves From the
Medicine Tree as so carefree and lazy that his investment in cattle ranching "was most
unprofitable.'?" He seems not to have shared the community's belief in hard work.

There were a few people in the area with greater investment capital than others
but for them to remain segregated from those of the working class would have
meant being confined to a very small circle of friends. The various families, regard
less of what status they might have had in England, seem to have mingled freely.
An expression of the community's ideology is found in an excerpt from Moira
O'Neill's ranch story. O'Neill explains how she dismissed all but "an able-bodied



Ruth Maccoyat 15 years of age; studio portrait done in
November 1930

cook," and with a sense of
greater self-worth she "took
the broom and duster, and was
surprised to find what a calm
ness descended upon [her]
spirit with release from the
task of supervision.'?" "No one
is rich here," she continues,
explaining her adjustment to
her new life in Canada; "There
are no elaborate meals, no
superfluous furniture or plate
to be cleaned; there is no
attendance beyond what is
necessary: in short, everything
that may cause extra trouble is
avoided.'?" She goes on to
explain how visitors, while
expecting no pomp or circum
stance, can always expect
"kindness and hospitality'?':
social life was important to
everyone's sense of well being.
While O'Neill explicitly advo
cates this viewpoint, the
Sheppards implicitly offer its
support in the records of the
many visits they hosted weekly.

Henry Sheppard Jr. notes
that many of those who came

to work at the ranch also shared in meals, teatime, and other social activities. The
Sheppards entertained friends and neighbours nearly every day, and the details of
the family journals suggest that both men and women participated equally in the
social aspects of ranching life. Sitting down to tea with friends broke up the long
hours of intensive labouring and satisfied the need for contact with others. As well
as mentioning the names of those who came "to tea" or "stayed to dinner," Henry
Jr. kept track of those who came to purchase products such as milk, butter, cream,
meat, fruit, vegetables, and animal fodder. These details demonstrate both the
social connections between ranch and community, and the diversification of the
ranch's agriculture. As W.M Elofson says, contrary to the myths concerning ranch
ing, "the form of agriculture that developed in the foothills of southern Alberta in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries ... should for the most part be
described not as ranching at all, but as mixed-farming.'?" Mixed farming combined
the raising of cattle with the cultivation of hay, greenfeed," and grains, as well as the
cultivation of gardens and the raising of livestock to keep the ranch kitchen sup
plied." The Sheppard journals provide evidence in support of the argument that
mixed-farming took predominance over ranching. As well as raising cattle, the fam
ily kept dairy cows, raised pigs and chickens, and grew vegetables, grain, and alfalfa.



Elofson discusses the cultural myths focusing on the masculine images, arguing
that a clear distinction was made in the late nineteenth century "between ranching
and farming," a choice of labouring that was important to men's "self-concept as
well as to their public image.'?' The preference of labour among the cowboys who
owned or worked for the cattle operations in southern Alberta was to spend the day
in the saddle and "away from teams ofwork horses or chickens, hogs and milk cows
and from such devices as rakes or pitch forks."? A transition took place towards the
turn of the century, however, that forced many men to do much of their work on
foot. Elofson says that because of a few bitterly cold winters that left the cattle with
out sufficient food, and the increased demand for fattened beef, which required
the growing and feeding of grain to supplement the grass diet, a transition took
place from open-range grazing to mixed farming." The Sheppard journals docu
ment the daily routine of the latter, although Bert Sheppard, who worked on larg
er ranches and raised a number of his own cattle, reflects an image more con
forming to the mythological cowboy than do other family members. He remained
a lifelong bachelor and became manager of the Rio Alto (OH) Ranch."

The Sheppard journals cover the period beginning at a time when mixed farm
ing had already been established and the rough and Spartan life of the rangeland
had been traded for domesticity, the home having formed a greater attraction for
some men than chuckwagons and bed rolls on the open prairie." Henry Norman
Sheppard married before the turn of the century and took to family life, the grow
ing of grain crops and potatoes, the tending of cows and chickens, and just about
everything else that the first cowboys in the area avoided. While Bert Sheppard, his
son, eventually established an image for himself as a cowboy, in fact, like his broth
ers and his father, he did his share of farm work and raised rabbits to satisfy his
British taste for such cuisine." Bert seems to have focused more than Henry Jr.
upon the raising of cattle and spent more time in the saddle, but all members of
the family seemed to have been avid equestrians, riding in either the English or the
western styles. Some of their friends even played polo when not out herding cat
tle. While the Sheppards spent part of their time raising cattle and horses, the
records of their lives indicate that they practiced mixed farming: they thus consti
tute images of cowboys that contrast with those created by myths of the frontier or,
in this case, the prairies.

Perhaps because of their education - Henry Norman was educated at Oxford
- and their British background, the Sheppard men did not tote six-shooters or
leave the women folk to tend the children and the chickens while they went off
chasing adventure. They were, instead, stable family figures, important members of
the community and strong supporters of the Anglican Church. Henry Norman
even served for a time as a Justice of the Peace." Perhaps their education accounts,
too, for their liberal attitudes towards women's roles on the family ranch; it cer
tainly accounts for their British style. There is an amusing story in Leaves From the
Medicine Tree about Henry Sr. and Bee Sheppard's arrival in the area as newlyweds.
They stopped at the High River Horse Ranch where their host, Phil Weinard,

in honor of the young couple, set the table with a white table cloth and
the most beautiful cut glass and silverware brought out [from England]
by the McPhersons. The guests were seated, and the first and only course
was brought in - a big, black iron pot of corn meal mush, which was all
they had to eat on the ranch."
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Bert Sheppard herding cattle in the foothills, no date (source: Derek Runciman collection)

Their desire to recreate a British-style party perhaps indicates a touch of nostalgia
for the homeland; joyfully making the best of their available resources indicates an
acceptance of the initial difficulties they faced in establishing their new homes.

This first look at the Sheppardjournals provides an examination of daily life on
a family ranch as well as examples of the roles performed, including those of male
and female family members. The daily records indicate that the women took on
chores such as hauling manure from barns while the men sorted potatoes. Such
evidence provides impressions of the gender roles within the community which are
again contrary to the myths surrounding the culture. Some chores, such as white
washing (painting the walls with Calsomine, a commercial preparation), are shown
as having been done annually by either Henry or his wife Evelyn. An entry dated
April 11, 1938 notes that on and around that date, Evelyn whitewashed the kitchen;
in mid-june of the same year, Henry continued the task elsewhere.

Another project was digging the garden, sowing seeds and transplanting hotbed
plants, and the continual tending of the garden over the growing season. Every
family member shared in these tasks, and sometimes visiting guests helped as well.
The family shared in much of the food preparation. Once Henry and Evelyn were
married, they both kept the larder regularly supplied with marmalade, a taste
apparently inherited from their British background. Evelyn, Henry says, had made
a twenty-pound batch of marmalade, her third, on March 29, 1938; he notes that
he grated rinds, presumably for the fourth batch, on April 10. Then, when a roan
heifer was butchered onJune 26, Henry cut up the 335-pound carcass and helped
with the bottling (preserving the beef in jars). This was a task that took a few days,
doing 52 bottles each day while keeping up with all the other daily chores as well.

The family kept a dairy, and Henry and Ruth shared the daily milking chores
and the feeding. Evelyn churned the butter most of the time except when she was
sick, and then Ruth took over. It is obvious that they all depended upon each other
to keep up with the work. From April 29 until May 1, 1932, when Henry was ill,
Ruth teamed up with Floyd, the hired worker, to keep up with the chores. A few



George Lane's Bar U Round Up Wagon and Old Time Cowboys, c. 1960
Left to right: Bert Sheppard, Sam Smith, Shorty Morino, Bill Henry, Tom McMaster
(source: Bert Sheppard collection)

days later Evelyn came down with the flu, and again Ruth was required to take up
additional responsibilities in her mother's absence. Similarly, onJanuary 17, 1939,
Henry noted that "Eve has cold." OnJanuary 18 he noted that she "has bad cold."
The next day, Henry noted that a family friend, Mrs. Cousins, had to come over to
take "Evelyn's place who was in bed with Flu." Later that week, Ruth churned and
made up eighteen pounds of butter that would normally have been prepared by
Evelyn. On October 15, 1929 Henry noted that Eve "does Dads peaches" - which,
like the oranges, were grown elsewhere and had been purchased from a merchant
- while his father was in the hospital. There are consistent notations to suggest that
the family assisted one another in various ways, helping with chores and supplying
each other with fresh and preserved pork and beef when animals were butchered.

Henry Sheppard's daily record of the tasks they performed included plowing,
discing, harrowing with teams of heavy horses, seeding of wheat, oats, rye and hay,
and cutting, stooking or baling of the mature grains. During the peak harvest sea
son such as threshing time, the Sheppards hired whole crews to come in with com
bines to harvest and thresh the grain. There was also fencing to be done: this was
a continual chore, as either livestock broke down the existing fencing or new
fences were needed. Hired workers seemed to have assisted with this chore. Henry
and Ruth both tended the cattle on the ranch. On October 25,1939, Henry noted
that "Ruth went for Cattle on wheat field"; presumably, she was driving them on
horseback to move them to another field. Ruth kept a horse called Fly for the pur
pose of working with the cattle, for transportation, and for pleasure riding. Ruth,
perhaps more than Evelyn, shared in chores such as plowing and working with the
heavy horse team during the harvest. Evelyn walked with a limp, according to
Dianne Vallee, the curator of the Museum of the Highwood in High River, where
the journals are housed; Ruth, being younger and physically fit, was more capable



Woman and two children in a democrat buggy, no date. Possibly Mrs. Runciman, Doreen Runciman,
and Ruth Maccoy (source: Derek Runciman collection)

of doing heavy and demanding work, although Evelyn hauled manure, as did every
one else. As Ruth's parents grew older, she took on additional chores; so did Henry
Jr. as his father aged. Ruth assisted with the care of the livestock; she cultivated the
garden and harvested potatoes, carrots, and other crops; and she undertook vari
ous other physically demanding tasks. On August 3, 1933, Henry noted that they
were stacking hay "all day got Butt & half up. Ruth drove stacker team for us." On
November 6, 1932, Henry indicated that his assistance was required with the
threshing team, so he left "Ruth to finish milking," and in February the following
year he said "Ruth made ditch's [sic] to run water off."

There are everyday records of the weather throughout the journals. The weather
was a factor that determined how far they could travel to engage in the town's
social activities and to visit, and whether their friends could travel to visit them. A
blizzard on December 25, 1938 prevented a couple of dinner guests from attend
ing the Christmas festivities at the Sheppard home. The weather played a crucial
role in determining the well-being of the livestock as well: during a particularly
cold spell, Henry noted that he had to spend all day chopping ice in the creek to
break through to running water so his cattle and dairy cows could drink. On
February 9, 1939 he noted that the temperature was "48 below" the previous night,
and "52 up at [his brother] Berts," [sic] so cold a temperature that Bert "said his
gas went off." The consistent mention of the weather is significant in its reference
to the working and living conditions on the ranch. The amount of rain resulted in
varying degrees of success for field crops, and determined whether the garden had
to be watered manually. Weather determined whether or not to begin haying: if
rain fell once the hay was cut and laid down in the field, its failure to cure proper
ly would result in deterioration of quality and loss of protein.

Despite the difficulty of living in a climate subject to extreme and abrupt changes,
the Sheppard family managed not only to succeed, but to prosper. Their network of
social contacts within the church and community enabled them to sustain periods of
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Ruth Maccoy at 35 years of age; in front of the Sheppard house, 1950
(source: Ruth Maccoy collection)

isolation. According to reports on pioneer settlement in 1932 by the American
Geographical Society, socialization among rural inhabitants was one of the main
factors that affected an individual's sense of well-being. In this study, C.A. Dawson
argues that whatever

the costs of settlement in terms of subsidy from the resources of well
established regions, the final measure of success or failure can be under
stood only in terms of the modes of production and the standard of liv
ing of the individual family."

The criteria by which he estimated a family's success or failure in establishing a "sat
isfying existence" included the degree to which that family utilized such commu
nity benefits as "educational, medical, religious, governmental, and other institu
tional resources.'?' By such standards, the Sheppard family would certainly be
deemed successful: their farm income afforded them regular medical and dental
care, attendance at the local theatre, and involvement in activities including secu
larand church meetings.

In contrast to the standard indications of success, however, the Sheppards did
not accumulate material wealth. Family members were, in fact, reluctant to update
the home with modern gadgets and technological conveniences: they thus contin
ued to live a labour-intensive style of life, even when opportunities arose that could
have reduced their workload. Betty and Warren Zimmerman, members of the
Sheppard Family Park Society and longtime employees and family friends of the
Sheppards, attest that Ruth and Evelyn refused to have electricity installed in the
family home and preferred to use gas lamps instead. Dianne Vallee, museum cura
tor, says that until the time of Ruth's death, her only source of water in the kitchen



Sheppard house and English garden, 1950 (source: Ruth Maccoy collection)

was a cold running tap on the wall. In Ruth's later years a bathroom with hot and
cold running water was added to the house, but for the majority of her life, Ruth
preferred to use a wood-burning stove to heat water. The journals provide evidence
to indicate that the Sheppards measured their success not in the accumulation of
material goods, but in the joy they experienced in their daily activities, in the
chores and social events that they shared as a family.

The following excerpt from the volumes that comprise the journals of Henry
Sheppard Jr. serves as an introduction to an extensive project of transcribing the
twenty or so volumes that comprise the complete collection. While a presentation
of entire years would provide a sense of the cyclical quality of their lives, the space
of this article allows only for excerpts, which will illustrate the kinds of labour per
formed by the various family members. Henry Jr. began keeping ajournal in 1919
upon his return to England and then Canada when released from a German prison
camp in which he was incarcerated for four years." After 1919 he stopped, and ten
years passed before he resumed his writing. By 1929 he had married Evelyn, a
widow, and adopted Ruth, Evelyn's daughter from her first marriage; Ruth was eight
years of age when she moved to what is now called the Ruth Maccoy Heritage Park.36

Ruth never married: neither did her friends, Derek and Doreen Runciman.
The frequent mention in the Sheppard journals of their names and their social
visits foreshadowed a lifelong companionship. Ruth cooked Christmas dinner
every year for Derek and he remained a close personal friend." His photographs
of the Sheppard family are housed at the Museum of the Highwood. Ruth, too,
was an avid photographer (the picture of the Sheppard house is one from her col
lection). Once the cattle were gone she boarded horses on the Sheppard ranch
for the equestrians in the community. True to the impression created of her by



her step-father, Henry SheppardJr., Ruth was active and capable. Even in her old
age she participated in community and Anglican Church events, and she main
tained the vegetable and flower gardens for which she was well known. Over the
years many artists in High River and the surrounding area came to the ranch to
paint landscapes of Ruth's whitewashed house and colourful English garden. She
lived in the house until her death in 1995.

Exerpts from the 1919 Journals

January 2, 1919 Thurs. Arrived home from Denmark on evening of 23
Dec[ember] but did not disembark till morning of following day. had
pipe band to welcome us.

April 11, 1919 Fri. were taken to [?] on arrival had breakfast hung around
till 10 o'clock when we got discharge & pay 1212. 84. went & saw Ken
[Runciman?] caught midnight [train] forCalgary, raining

April 13, 1919 Sun. all went down to H[igh] R[iver] in car and had tea
with the Arnolds. Saw Evelyn & Mrs Turner

April 19, 1919 Sat. Went ploughing in afternoon.

May 11, 1919 Sun. Bert & I drove Cattle to Grants & camped the night

May 12, 1919 Mon. Came home again with wagon & team got here by din
ner time planted potatoes.

May 13, 1919 Tues. Bert went to help Brown with cattle. Sam came to din
ner Dad started seeding

May 23, 1919 Fri. Bert & I went fencing in [section] 7. fire Still burning
Dad rode round steers.

May 28, 1919 Wed. Dad & I took dinner & fixed fence on N. Side of River.
Slight shower in evening

June 1, 1919 Sun. All drove to church. Bert got his saddle. Drove home by
[Bar] U & Saw [George?] Lane about [section] 2438 went in & saw the
Olsens. who gave us tea

June 2, 1919 Mon. Dad & I fixed spring across the River Bert rode two
colts.

June 3, 1919 Tues. took steers over river in morning Bert rode one of his
colts Thompson went up to Bruces to take porcupine quills out of steer.
Bailey came down from Bruces to ride Bert's mare"

June 4, 1919 Wed. Dad & I went up River for posts. got back about 4
[o'clock]. Bert took mares up to Shakerleys" Mary" & I drove in car to
Longview for mail

June 5, 1919 Thurs. Dad & I went fencing Bert went to look at horses in
[section] 24 wrote to Ottawa re land

July 10, 1919 Thurs. Bert & I went to put new pipe in spring Dad took
Geo[rge] up to S. Smith to put shoes on took steers down to water in
afternoon

July 14, 1919 Mon. I went up to S Smith in morning to get irons for trough
Bert & I went up to [section] 24 in afternoon to fix water for horses.

July 15, 1919 Tues. Dad & I went up River with team for load of rails for
fence in Sec [tion] 7.



August 7, 1919 Thurs. I went after load of [?] posts. Dad [&] Bert took
Black cow & yearl[ing] out to [section] 24. After branding them Dad [&]
Mary drove to Longview Bert & I drove his 3 y[ea] r old colt Punch for first
time

September 20, 1919 Sat. Dad got home for breakfast. bought car load
steers [in] Calgary left after in car for Okotoks. we followed on horse
back. I came home with car and ran into shower at Longview

September 21, 1919 Sun. They got home with Cattle in afternoon.
Stopped at Mr [?] overnight.

October 13, 1919 Mon. Dad went to get stove. Geo[rge] came over River
having broke axles at Flat Creek Bert came over from Bar U.42 Stayed
night.

October 14, 1919 Tues. We put stove in kitchen in morning Bert left for
hills. I went down to Sandys for appointment with Bedingfeld

Exerpts from the Journals, 1929-1951

After the year 1919, HenryJr. stopped keeping hisjournal. He resumed in 1929
after Evelyn and Ruth had moved into the house with him.

January 27, 1929 Sunday 32[ ] below. with foggy atmosphere water hole
frozen for horses. had to chop new one

March 12, 1929 Tuesday Bill did not come back"

March 13, 1929 Wednesday could not get man so Ruth & I milked cows
Sam came up & helped clean stables out.

September 14, 1929 Saturday Went to town fo [crossed out] " Tom fin
ished plastering I painted door & worked on chop bin for pigs Tom went
for chop for pigs. Evelyn & Runcis" Came came home. K[enneth
Runciman] went to play polo against Millarville showers during afternoon

September 25, 1929 Wednesday Cloudy & cold Cleaned up around
graineries in morning I Turned cows on stubble started to fence stacks
P.M. Eve went to see Dad in Hospital

October 15, 1929 Tuesday beautiful day Tom Cleaning corral I worked
w.w. fence. Eve did Dads peaches. no frost.

December 25, 1929 Wednesday Warm fine day. for Xmas had presents
after breakfast I cut up beef. Water standing all over nearly flooded stable
had to dig drain out. Margaret D-F [Deane-Freeman] came to dinner &
stayed the night Geo[rge] came up for a few minutes also D[eane]
Freemans" 8 above freezing

March 5, 1930 Wednesday Took balance horses [to sale]. Dads sorrel
mare bring 50.00 and his grey 125.00 My Bay horse [?] 90.00 Lucy 130.
Turned cold after dinner N[orth] wind & snow about 5. Runcis came
down for dinner

October 21, 1930 Tuesday Bert & Dad Came down on way to Calgary 7.35
I went in with them went down to see [?ocker] [ail?] Bert got R.
Champion group. weighed 890 [7 marked over 8?] @ 6lh 2nd 840 @ 5.80
calves 400. got home about 6. beautiful day. Charles fixed greenfeed
fence Eve cleaned up garden

December 6, 1930 Saturday went to town both a.m. & P.M Dad Come



down to lunch I cut his hair got chicken Crate. Eve & R[uth] went down
to photograper 12[ ] frost.

December 9, 1930 Tuesday Warm west wind. Got some wheat for hens
about 300 lbs. put some stones under verandah joists Eve went to town for
Ruths photos." 2 frost

December 20, 1930 Saturday Bert & dad came down to dinner bring
[H.?] quarter of Beef 180 lbs. also Xmas trees for Ruth & Rosalyn. Eve
went to town with them in car

December 21, 1930 Sunday Hauled jag" of alfalfa for Calves. went to see
horses seem to be doing well P.M. Cut up Beef. Eve & Ruth went to
church White Gift Sunday. Geo[rge] & [Sam Rider?] Come up for tea
Louis came to supper with his tribe. 20 frost

December 25, 1930 Thursday beautiful day West Wind All went to Church
Dad Came down & stayed to dinner Eve cooked one of Ruths Ducks for
supper & plum pudding

June 23, 1931 Tues. Ruth was passed into grade 9 with out writing Exams
finished Painting Roof. Miss Kirkman spent the day. Eve & Miss K[irk
man] went to town Louis finished plowing fallow." weeding S[outh] Beets
P.M.

July 12, 1931 Sun. Cloudy with West Wind finished boiling beef. Eve &
Ruth went out to help tea at Polo." Kenneth come down for Polo. With
Doreen. poisoned gophers & Cabbage worms. finished Hay rack.

July 15, 1931 Wed. Louis weeding S. Fallow I hilled Potatoes Runci come
down took Eve up to stay for couple day. Ruth & I cultivated garden P.M.
with horse Every thing getting very dry. Bert says they get daily showers.

September 25,1931 Fri. Dug spuds all day Eve come over & helped us got
11~ sacks in. Most of the Threshing started up again nice day.

September 26, 1931 Sat. Finished spuds across Creek. go 60 sacks alto
gether about 80 to 85 bus [hels] . also Cleared up [tops?] with Harrow.
Cloudy morning but Cleared up P.M. Ruth got up half carrots.

October 24, 1931 Sat. started Whitewashing got North East side done.
strong W Wind 7 Dusty [Mideans?] cam also [Ducamon?] for threshing
money Bert & Harry pulled out afer dinner oats 684 @ 4 27.36 Rye 310 @

6 18.60 Barley 21 @ 84. 4680

October 12, 1931 Bert come down with his cattle. 33 head also Harry got
loaded about 12 took hay down. Dad came down on way to Calgary. Bert
pulled out about 3.30 Louis hauled straw for cellar. beautiful day Louis
worked on Calf fence Susan calved."

October 17, 1931 Sat. Louis hauled load of straw for cellar then pulled
out for Calgary with Gasper. I made door for top of cellar. Bert came back
on train having got Champion group 2 firsts 1 3rd 15th prize coming to
about $200.00 his cattle were the fattest in the show also his calves
brought top price of the sale 7 [cents]. Steers tops brought 15 [cents].
November 7,1931 Sat. finished off fence Ruth & I plowed were [sic] old
fence had been.

February 7, 1932 Sunday Still Cold S.E. wind had trouble with Creek
freezing to bottom'" No one went to Church 21 [ ] below



April 29, 1932 Friday Floyd hauling manure onto garden I wrot [crossed
out] rode over to look at hay but did not spread it out [go?] Cold & went
to bed. Ruth helped Floyd his brother brought his stuff along & stayed to
dinner. Killed Shakerley Cow

April 30, 1932 Saturday nice day cold quite a lot better got up about 10
[o'clock] Ruth got up to help Floyd who hauled manure to garden all
day53 Eve & Ruth went to the pictures P.M.

May 1, 1932 Sunday Nice day Ruth got up to help Floyd milk none of us
went to Church Sam Came up duringthe morning Floyd got horses in snow
pretty well gone. a few drifts around the house & B[ui] ld [in] gs. 6 frost

May 24,1932 Tuesday Planted spuds finishing Them 36~ rows all togeth
er cold & showery soft hail ground white Wilson came for more oats. also
Geo[rge] for sheaves. Ruth & Eve helped with spuds.

September 12, 193254 Wednesday finished stooking oats about 3.30
which finished that for this year we branded 6 heifers this P.M. nice day
Threshers started work again.

November 6, 1932 Sunday Started threshing at 5 & finished by 8. I got
over there about 5.45 left Ruth to finish milking started to snow first thing
on & off all day. Hilda Come to dinner & stayed the night She & Eve went
to the Lickies for tea 2735 bus [hels] oats

February 25, 1933 Saturday Another nice day strong W Wind all Morning
but nice afternoon snow & Ice melted a lot. Eve went to Mrs Wrights to
tea. We went to vote last Chance a.m. I went to town P.M. Ruth made
ditch's [sic] to run water off

March 28, 1933 Tuesday Went to Calgary for Bull sale on the Bus. Left
[Joe?] doing chores.

March 29, 1933 Wednesday nice day got home on 5 [o'clock] bus Mr &
Mrs Orton & the Lickie[s] & Butman Come to tea. Sam was here helping
Ruth do Chores

May 20, 1933 Saturday fine day for a change quite hot grass & trees start
ing to grow Cultivated trees with Ruth. Planted trees E[ve] helped
H[arry] finished plowing 5 [o'clock] 2~ days. Turned Cows in Corral
after supper for first time 5 frost.

August 3, 1933 Thursday Stacking all day got Butt & half up. Ruth drove
stacker team for us. Francis Came up stayed to supper. Eve had tea party
Kellys Horrel Smith Butman Lickie

September 23, 1933 Saturday W Wind went to town a.m. Hauled hay to f.
Blake P.M. Ruth brought heifers home from Brome [field] turned them
out with Cows [&] horses South Susan calved. One Horn sick gave her salts.

October 29, 1933 Sunday beautiful day. snow went a lot 52 in shade.
Mixed lime for whitewash & [puttied?] windows Miss Rothwell Came to
tea Eve Cleaned her hen house. Ruth went for a ride

November 11,1933 SaturdayWestwind all the snow gone Ruth & I took
horses up to Laidlaws. left about 11.30 got back 4.30 Sam came to tea
Ruth rode his horse.

July 31, 1937 Saturday Henry Cutting alfalfa a.m. I raked hay. P.M. stack
ing from 3 to 5 [P.M.] got in about 5 tons Ruth helped Eve went to town
rained about 5 [P.M.] again this evening.



August 22, 1937 Sunday Fine day & hot Eve went to Church. Ruth & I
went up the brush road P.M. for Choke Cherries Fred came down after
supper put his horse up.

September 22, 1937 Wednesday Cold N Wind all day Cloudy snow in .hills
rain here this morning started spuds 6 rows W [McQ?] 16 bus[hels]. Eve
did Blakes Chickens" B Holmes phoned for Weeder

September 24, 1937 Friday nice sunny day dug 4 rows spuds. Bert Came
down with his Calves Ruth & I went out to [?] to help him in. Gordon
here tonight Ruth R[unciman] & D[erek] Come to tea.

September 25, 1937 Saturday Digging Spuds 11 bus[hels] W. [McQ?] 4
bus[hels] Elephant 4 Kidneys. Ruth helped hard frost again burst pipe in
garden

October 4, 1937 Tuesday Cloudy & Cool Henry went for Cabbage to
Chinks" a.m. We hauled load gravel for road P.M. I went to town for Coal
H[enry] & Ruth pulled Carrots 10 sacks [all told?] also 4 bus [hels] spuds
The Nelsons to tea.

January 29, 1938 Sat. Cold but Clear. Worked around place. Eve made
another 20 Ibs. Marmalade 3rd lot.

February 14, 1938 Mon. Snowing a.m. Cleared about 11. Ruth &

[Doreen?] went up with team to get Mrs Wright's bed." Derek started
school.

February 15, 1938 Tues. Cold with Cold S. Wind all day. Creek dropped
about afoot.58

February 17, 1938 Thurs lovely day. quite warm. Ruth [&] Doreen went to
town in stone Boat for Doreens stuff Sam came to dinner took team for
coal

February 19,1938 Sat. nice day had a lot ofwork on Creek Chopping ice"
unloaded hay in loft with Dereks help. then hauled load of wh [eat] straw
from Barnetts

February 22, 1938 Tues. nice day Sam & Emil started on shack 9 this a.m."
I went to town for 1910 [lbs.] barley for Chop." Eve went to Mrs Watts for
tea.

March 30,1938 Wed. No more snow. N. Wind a.m. & snow still drifting.
Sunny but cool dug road out up to gate. Creek flooding had to take
Cream out of Box52

April 10, 1938 Sun. everyone went to Church a.m. but me I graded [sic]
rinds."

May 11, 1938 Wed. Nice Windy P.M. Henry finis[hed] seeding [lot?]
Barley about 3.30 Ruth & I seeding Clover. got about 2 [hrs?] in. H[enry]
harrowed Eve whitewashing

May 14, 1938 Sat. nice day H[enry] started to harrow fallow but too hard
had to disc it. I went to town P.M. got Clover seed from Ottie 5 Ibs. & put
it in. Margaret [Deane-] Freeman came to tea. Eve finis [hed] her pantry
then went to the show" Geo[rge] came up.

May 22, 1938 Sun. Turned cows into alfalfa. nice day. Eve [&] Ruth went
to Church. The Runcis came about 4 with Derek Mrs Cousins borrowed
team to plow her garden."



June 13, 1938 Mon. Shower early Cooler Most of the day Ken come down
in time for Derek school I went to town [to] pay Bills got G[rass]
H[opper] poison 2 sacks put some out along ditch P.M. H[enry] started
to S[ummer] fallow along Creek.

June 25, 1938 Sat. Painting shack roof a.m. Went to town P.M. for mower
rep[air] H[enry] hauling manure K[en] [&] Ruth & Derek come to tea.
Butchered Roan heifer P.M.

June 26, 1938 Sun. Eve went to Church I got up early & quartered Beef
335 lbs. The Wilkensons came to dinner.

June 27,1938 Mon rain during the night 14"also P.M. 1/8 Cut up Beef all
day did %. Burt come to tea Got his salt H[enry] hauling manure

June 28, 1938 Tues. Cut up bal[ance] of Beef & boiled 52 bottles Painting
P.M. H[enry] cut grass along gas line Moved S hay corral also went to
town for Rake wheel. Eve went

July 14, 193866 Thurs Went to [Merriams?] for Rye did not get any Ruth &
I pulled stink [weed] East by Chinks P.M. Ruth pulled more stink. I hilled
spuds.

July 23, 1938 Sat. Cloudy N. Wind & cool all day I finis[hed] putting
sweep & stacker together H [enry] Mowing few drops of rain this evening

September 10, 1938 Sat. fine finis[hed] fencing stacks a.m. P.M. Cutting
oats, gone down in places. Eve picked Tomatoes around 200 lbs.

September 20, 1938 Tues. Hot day W Wind Moved grainerys [sic] and
Cleaned them out. Geo[rge] took me down to Sorkilmos but found him
here when we got back. he will thresh" on Thursday. Ruth not feeling
very well

October 28, 1938 Fri finis[hed] hammering about 3. filled Bin to peak
Worked 14 hrs. @ 2 I took Cream to Creamery. Ke[nneth] come for
Derek had tea.

November 18, 1938 Fri. Lovely warm day hauled straw for horse stable
P.M. put new valve in Ram 68 Rumpas came to tea with his new married
couple

November 27,1938 Sun Nice Sunny day. WWind after supper Eve & Ruth
went to Church a.m. Slim & Sidekicker staying the night having brought
Berts cattle down to Wallace'S69

December 25, 1938 Sun. Cold & Blizzardy. Strong N Wind Cold little snow
drifting Bert & Rump could not get down. Geo[rge] had Xmas dinner
with us No one went to church

April 30, 1945 [Mon] Hot day 72 in shade. I went for straw for horses P.M.
The Garstins to tea. West Wind blowing dried up the mud a lot Les Come
for White Calf also bought Ruths Bull.

May 8, 1945 Tues. Snowing Most of the day. did not lay until this evening
[?] coming down Geo[rge] brought Lorne [crossed out] Warren
Zimmerman up to work this a.m. We hauled manure from Calf pasture 8
loads

June 19, 1945 Tues Went for Chop a.m. 2970 [lbs.] including 400 [lbs.]
Rye Knocked Hind on head & hauled her to Manure pile?" Warren plow
ing Ruth finis[hed] gate



July 14, 1945 Sat. Hot raked Bal[ance] of alfalfa & grass around house
fixed Pig fence P.M. Bert Came staying the night strong W Wind 6 P.M.
blew stable tree down. lasted 15 minutes Ruth brought Cattle from
wh [ea] t field

July 15, 1945 Sun nice day Warren got back a.m. Bert took 3 heifers up
Ruth & I went up back for supper Hills look lovely green covered with
flowers

May 8, 1950 Mon. fine day. I worked on Ram but it still wont pump water

May 11, 1950 Thurs Got ready to plow garden across Creek Ruth
finis[hed] whitewashing Kitchen We Cleaned Tank got it running again
Bert down with Brome no oats

May 12, 1950 Fri nice day. Got spuds ready for Planting Plowed garden
patch in old alfalfa field N E Corner Ruth helped me Derek down stayed
for tea

May 7,1951 Wed Cold & Snowing Creek Freezing up hard to get water

May 7, 1951 Mon7l Nice day Ruth & I plowed garden still wet Ruth got
Horses out of crop ground

This last entry completes Henry SheppardJr.'s daily notations in his journal. His
handwriting is shaky and betrays his age. He passed away three years later.72He was
born in 1890, the "2nd white child' born in High River" and died at the age of sixty
four years old.73
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The author would like to thank Warren and Betty Zimmerman for donating Henry Norman
Sheppard's journals to the Museum of the Highwood and for taking the time to provide
much information about HenryJr.'s volumes. Thanks also go to Dianne Vallee for her sup
port and encouragement with the Sheppard journal project.
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Grazing the Grasslands:
Exploring Conflicts, Relationships and Futures

Simon M. Evans

ABSTRACT. Ranchers throughout the Great Plains are facing a period of rapid change and uncertainty.
In the United States, their historic rights to use public lands have been questioned, and the debate has
become increasingly strident. In Canada, the rhetoric has been more muted, but cattlemen watch the
progress of the federal Endangered Species Act and the provincial governments' review of grazing lease
regulations with some anxiety. This article examines some of the roots of confrontation between
entrenched rural interests and the increasingly dominant urban majority. There is conflicting evidence
as to the state of the range, partly due to the complexity of relationships between climate, fire, grazing
and grass. Some depict ranchers as a wealthy elite who benefit unfairly from privileged use of public
lands, while others view them as guardians of the grasslands. However, cattlemen and environmentalists
share concerns over the spread of quasi-urban settlements into rural areas. A focus on common goals
rather than recriminations might encourage a shift from confrontation to cooperation.

SOMMAIRE. Dans les prairies, les proprietaires de ranchs font face aune periode de changement rapi
de et d'incertitude. Aux Etats-Unis on a questionne leur droit historique aux terres publiques, et le
debat est devenu de plus en plus vehement. Au Canada la rhetorique a ete plus discrete, mais les
eleveurs suivent avec inquietude les progres de la loi federale sur les especes menacees de disparition
et les rapports du gouvernement provincial sur les droits de paturage. Cet article examine les racines
de la confrontation entre les interets ruraux bien arretes et la majorite urbaine de plus en plus
preponderante. Les temoignages portant sur les conditions des paturages sont contradictoires, en par
tie a cause de la complexite des relations entre climat, incendies, pacage et prairie. On decrit les
eleveurs tantot comme une riche elite qui profite injustement de l'usage privilegie des terres publiques,
tantot comme les gardiens de la prairie. Eleveurs et environnementalistes partagent cependant la me me
inquietude au sujet de la croissance de l'implantation quasi-urbaine dans les regions rurales. Plutot que
la recrimination, une concentration sur les buts communs pourrait encourager le passage de la con
frontation ala cooperation.

Introduction

The historian of the Canadian range can point, with the clarity conferred by
hindsight, to several important turning points at which the fortunes of the cattle
industry changed radically. For example, the introduction of lease regulations in
1881 disrupted the steady growth of small-scale ranching which preceded it, and
meant that large-scale outfits dominated the Canadian cattle business for the next
twenty years. The killing winter of 1906-07 liquidated half the capital invested in
ranching and led to a period of precipitate change. Finally, the work of the Prairie



Farm Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) in stabilizing and reseeding aban
doned farm land and developing community pastures, during and after the Great
Depression, ushered in a period of new beginnings for cattlemen.

There are indications that the end of the twentieth century may mark another
period of rapid change on the range. In Alberta, the government has embarked on
another review of the lease regulations under which ranchers have used Crown
lands for the past 120 years.' The federal government has brought forward an
Endangered Species Act which would make it a criminal offense to destroy the
habitat of a listed species." This might restrict the ability of cattlemen to manage
their land as they see fit, and limit brush clearance, controlled burning and water
control. Equally important has been the rapid population growth of the urban cen
tres on the prairies, especially in Alberta. This has not only resulted in outward
expansion and loss of agricultural land, but also in significant changes in the bal
ance of political power and a shift in attitudes to reflect the dominant urban cul
ture. The new urban majority is beginning to question whether cattle should be
permitted in "protected spaces" and if traditional methods of handling cattle con
form to contemporary sensibilities. Cattlemen have always been attuned to chang
ing tastes in the market place, but they have never before been confronted with the
question "is red meat healthyr" Each of these factors has implications for
Canadian ranchers; taken together they may herald a new era. Future scenarios will
he played out against a background of rising temperatures and increasing aridity,
coupled with a greater frequency of violent weather events.'

It would be a mistake to try and evaluate trends in Canada in isolation.
Ecologically, the prairies are a northward projection of the grassland biome which
reaches southward to the Gulf of Mexico.' Although the Canadian cattle industry
developed along very different lines from the much larger industry to the south,
the two have been closely bound together by economic links, shared traditions, and
personal cross-border ties." Debates generating heat along the high plains have a
way of surfacing north of the border. While the mythic cowboy continues to ride
high in the saddle and to enjoy his role as an icon of popular culture in the United
States, the men and women who ride herd on contemporary ranches have been
subjected to an escalating war of words.7

This article is divided into six sections, each of which examines a different
aspect of the debate concerning contemporary use of grasslands. First, I suggest
that attitudes towards ranchers in the United States have hardened, and public
debate has become acerbic. What are the implications of these "New Range Wars"
for Canada? Of course, passionate conflicts originate from differing analyses of the
conflicting evidence about the "State of the Range." In a third section, entitled
"Range Relationships," I stress the complexity inherent in a basic idea like carrying
capacity, and discuss the intensification of human impacts on the range as buffalo
gave way to range herds, and then to barbed wire and more sedentary grazing pat
terns. Undoubtedly some of the hostility facing ranchers is derived from the belief
that they are "Welfare Cowboys" - wealthy people who benefit unfairly from priv
ileged access to the public domain, Perhaps the greatest threat to the remaining
grasslands is the spread of quasi-urban settlement into rural areas: this develop
ment is discussed briefly in a section entitled "Cows versus Condos." Finally, some
pragmatic guidelines are suggested which may help direct our thinking about
"Plains Futures."



The New Range Wars

The rhetoric of those who oppose grazing on public lands in the United Sates
has become something of a tirade during the past decade. Edward Abbey led the
assault with a brave speech in the heart of cow country, when he asserted that, "cat
tle have done and are doing intolerable damage to our public lands ... overgrazing
is much too weak a term. Most of the public lands of the west ... are what you might
call 'cow burnt";" His appraisal was echoed by others. "Livestock ranching is the
single most ecologically damaging activity we engage in," claimed another envi
ronmentalist, putting cattle grazing on a destructive par with clear-cut logging and
strip mining." Following the trend of how best to bargain in contemporary society
these activists clamour for the complete cessation of all grazing on federally con
trolled lands, in the hope of achieving more limited objectives. "No Moo by '92"
and "Cattle Free by '93" were two of their slogans. In their view, the extensive open
and diverse plains have been packaged by barbed wire, ravaged by exotic grasses,
and grazed to the point of desertification; at the same time wildlife has been ruth
lessly exterminated. All this devastation has been undertaken in pursuit of "filthy
lucre." As Richard Manning remarked, "to a cowman, grass is like gold lying across
the plains, and a free roaming cow is a miner. The cowman says, even today, grass
is worthless until a cow sticks his nose into it."?"

A unifying vision drawing several environmental groups together is the
Wilderness Project, which, in their view, would free the west from its domination
by the cow and restore it to its pristine condition. This project goes far beyond the
Poppers' proposal of "the buffalo commons.'?' It calls for a reserve stretching from
Central America to .the Arctic Circle, to encompass "extensive areas of native vege
tation ... off-limits to human exploitation. Vast landscapes without roads, dams,
motorized vehicles, powerlines, overflights, or other artifacts of civilization.":"
George Wuerther goes even further and questions the appropriateness of grazing
anywhere on earth, whileJeremy Rifkin argues that we consume beef to gain power
over nature and our fellow human beings, and suggests that the way to world peace
is through getting rid of cattle." These are of course extreme positions, employing
a very high level of generalization and seeking to impose a single solution on a
complex situation. So broad is their compass that they seem almost totally abstracted
from the diversity of the real west and the pragmatic problems which beg for solu
tions if we are to achieve sustainable management of grasslands. But their influ
ence should not be underestimated: the anti-sealing campaign conducted by
Greenpeace was initially dismissed in Newfoundland, but went on to have a devas
tating impact on the communities strung out along the northeast coast of the
island and the Labrador shore.

In Canada, ranchers have not been targeted by environmentalists as directly or
as consistently as has been the case in the United States. Perhaps most activist ener
gyhas been deployed in monitoring the management of Canada's major mountain
parks. Perhaps, too, the close association of the city of Calgary with ranching 
epitomized by the Stampede - has done something to protect cattlemen from too
close scrutiny until now. Moreover, the ill-defined but pervasive impacts of the oil
and natural gas industry have provided an alternative "whipping boy." Cliff Wallis,
the director of the Alberta Wilderness Association admits, "In the United States,
urban environmentalists have proven to have much more clout.'?' Nevertheless,



the furore over the so-called "windfall profits" flowing to those who hold grazing
leases shows that public opinion can be mobilized rapidly on specific issues. 15 As the
Alberta government proceeds to develop guidelines to manage the 'Special Places'
it has identified, we should expect more headlines like "Battle brewing with ranch
ers over grassland," which introduced a discussion of the debate over the future of
a region of parkland near Bodo, Alberta." In particular, the issue of public access
to leased Crown land will remain a bone of contention. While ranchers view any
challenge to their right to limit access as an attack on their property rights,
hunters, hikers, fishers, and campers feel they should be permitted to roam on
"their" public lands.

It seems that in Canada as in the United States there is a fundamental conflict
of interest between ranchers who seek to maintain their right to manage leased
land as they see fit, and those who would like to see them held more closely
accountable for the quality of their care.

The State of the Range

Some environmentalists would like to reduce human impacts on grasslands to
allow "natural conditions" to re-emerge. Manning contends that:

The grassland can live again. Unlike forest, it recovers rapidly, some of it
in a matter of five or ten years. There is the possibility of resurrection in
a real and physical sense. There is a possibility of bison and wolves."

In some circumstances this may be true, but we must beware of the idea that there
ever was, or still is, a static condition towards which plains grasslands would succeed
if only we left them alone for long enough. The sea of grass, which so impressed
explorers and presented such an awesome obstacle to migrants struggling west
ward to their new Edens, was in fact a young landscape, in the sense that it was the
product of ongoing change. Joern and Keeler point out that:

The evidence does not support a generalization that prairie is an eternal,
slowly evolved and necessarily finely tuned entity... Rather, as entities,
many present associations are comparatively young. "18

They represent a transitory balance between climate, fire, and grazing. Each time
the Pleistocene icesheets retreated, pollen analysis reveals that it was woody species
which colonized the newly exposed land, and it was only increasing drought that
caused the disappearance of forest cover and created a niche for drought-resistant
grasses." As Don Gayton puts it, "Forest understorey grasses slowly speciated out
ward from the eastern and northern fringes onto the new land, honing new mech
anisms of survival as they spread.''" James Malin captured the dynamism of grass
lands when he remarked:

The time scale of the geologist and the anthropologist is essential to
maintain perspective on the area in question which has been "destroyed"
repeatedly, both before and since the appearance of man... The grass
land of North America is conspicuously the product of destruction, and
as applied to this problem, destruction and completion are merely differ
ent aspects of the same thing."

It is against this background of ongoing change that the introduction and disper
sal of "exotic" or non-native grassland species should be discussed.

The grasslands of Eurasia have a longer history of human impact through



burning and grazing than the Great Plains. On the other hand they share many
physical characteristics." It was for these reasons that "plant explorers" from North
America started visiting the steppes and desert margins of central Asia around the
turn of the century," The hardy seeds collected by men like Frank Meyer were
brought back to laboratories in North America and developed into the crested
wheatgrasses and Russian wild ryes which have played such a role in our range his
tory. Doug Dewey, a geneticist with the United States Department of Agriculture,
has called North America a "have not land" because so many of the species which
we use for food, including all of the grains, all of our main food animals except the
turkey, and most of the common forage crops, were imported." The process of col
lection, quarantine, testing, propagation and distribution goes on to the present,
using rapidly advancing technology," Today, exchanges are not one-way any longer,
as North American species are finding their way back to China and Russia.

Crested wheatgrass from Eurasia did even better in Canada, with somewhat
cooler summer temperatures, than it did in the United States. Several strains were
developed by Lawrence Kirk at Saskatoon during the 1920s. When Dr. S.E. Clarke
became agrostologist at Manyberries Experimental Farm in 1925, he was convinced
that crested wheatgrass was the best plant to reseed areas which had been heavily
overgrazed or had been ploughed up and then abandoned. It was this grass which
the PFRA used to reseed more than a quarter of a million acres of degraded and
windblown land between 1937 and 1941. According to Gray, "There can be little
doubt that the whole community pasture programme was made possible by the
ability of crested wheatgrass to take root and prosper on abandoned land once
blowing soil was stopped.'?"

While few would deny that "exotic" or introduced species have played a crucial
role in the recent evolution of our grasslands, many ecologists regard such grasses
with grave suspicion." The most thoughtful and restrained critique would be that
exotics can destabilize pre-existing ecosystems: for example, crested wheatgrass
from the Ukraine develops a canopy which shades out competing native species.
Even the toughest colonizers, like Russian thistle, eventually succumb, until some
thing approaching a wheatgrass monoculture is established. Diversity is replaced
with uniformity and this has profound effects on other levels of the ecosystem.
While crested wheatgrass provides an invaluable bloom of grass for cattle in the
early spring, and responds well to such grazing, it does not "cure": it does not carry
its nutrition into the winter. This has implications for populations of mule deer, elk
and antelope which relied on native grasses for winter feed." It also has profound
impacts on populations of prairie birds.

Other introduced grasses and forbs can provoke anger, frustration, and even
fear among biologists and cattlemen alike. Cheatgrass has expanded throughout
the west, but particularly in the Great Basin of the United States, where it has
replaced native bunchgrasses." Spotted knapweed is another invader which has
spread rapidly, following the disturbances of road, rail, and trail building. This forb
can almost completely suppress grass growth in areas which it infests. Leafy spurge
is another Eurasian forb; it has no enemies and "has shown a penchant for prolif
eration at the exclusion of all else that is practically human.?"

Some introductions were purposeful, many were accidental. As the costs of
transportation have dropped and the volume of trade has increased beyond any
thing which could have been imagined in the early years of the twentieth century,



so we must expect the process of intercontinental exchange to continue. There is
no going back, for there is no way we could isolate a country or region even if we
wanted to. The costs of slowing down, or even reversing, an infestation of an
unwanted "exotic" are extremely high, and may involve the use of herbicides: such
methods bring with them their own dangers." However, the picture is not totally
bleak. There are still wide areas over which grasslands remain remarkably
unchanged." It is probably true that we can never recreate the natural grassland
ecosystems in their totality, but we can preserve what remains and use our growing
knowledge imaginatively to sustain healthy and diverse grasslands, "natural" for
our times.

The accusations of environmentalists are more securely based when they aban
don general diatribes and point to specific ways in which grazing has had a nega
tive impact on natural systems." There is abundant evidence that prolonged and
uncontrolled use of riparian zones can and often has led to deterioration of these
precious areas. Trampling of stream banks can lead to soil erosion and water pol
lution. Overuse of vegetation on the flood plain speeds up runoff and profoundly
affects stream behaviour," Manure and urine deposited in or near rivers may alter
water chemistry and adversely affect fish habitat." These are real concerns, and the
recognition that riparian areas represent a vital resource in semi-arid grassland
areas, quite apart from the water which they provide, has been slow to develop.
Nevertheless, during the past twenty or thirty years range managers, biologists and
hydrologists, working with cattlemen, have redressed many of the problems of the
"Green Zone" which makes up some 2 percent of our rangelands." Proper man
agement of riparian ecosystems has resulted in spectacular increases in biomass,
which in turn has led to deeper channels, slower discharge, and more even stream
flow," Yet much remains to be done: livestock wintering areas along streams are
often burdened with too many animals for too long periods, and can undo suc
cessful work carried out further up stream. However, the knowledge and the tech
niques for making real improvements are available.

Not all grasslands respond similarly to grazing. In some regions and in some cir
cumstances cattle can have a devastating effect. In a measured article which draws
on a lifetime of field observation, Jane and Carl Bock challenge many of the
assumptions of those who claim that managed grazing plays a vital role in main
taining grasslands.38 In particular, they reject the assertion that grasslands will dete
riorate in the absence of livestock. They point to examples which demonstrate that
when the pressure of grazing is removed grasslands tend to increase in cover,
stature, and eventually in diversity. This view is substantiated by the conclusions of
Bahre and Bradbury, who studied vegetation change along the Arizona-Sonora
boundary," They cite case after case in which grazing has resulted in the spread
and dominance of woody species like mesquite, creosotebush and tarbush. Some
grasses, like the perennial bunchgrasses of the Pacific and intermountain west,
which evolved in the absence of buffalo, are more vulnerable to grazing than oth
ers." Fleischner points out that

The native steppe vegetation of these regions characterized by caespitose
bunchgrasses and a prominent microbiotic crust, reflects the absence of
large numbers of large-hooved, congregating animals.

He goes on to explain that these grasslands have been particularly susceptible to



the introduction of livestock which trample the microbiotic crust.41 Authorities
agree that cattle are so ubiquitous throughout the grasslands that we have no ade
quate benchmarks from which to measure the impacts of grazing nor to study the
ways in which ecosystems react when cattle are removed.

Equally persuasive is the contradictory evidence that cattle can be used as an
effective tool in attempts to reclaim disturbed land, when other methods have
failed. On the Tipton Ranch in Nevada, an old mine site was transformed when it
was covered with waste hay and grazed briefly but intensively: the cattle's hooves
broke the encrusted surface and pushed in the hayseeds, while their dung provid
ed fertilizer. Says Daggett:

By the end of the growing season it became clear that the "cow-cultivated"
mine site had produced more grass than some of their neighbours' irri
gated hayfields, and had done it on less than six inches of moisture."

The confusing picture which begins to emerge from consideration of these par
ticular instances should not be unexpected given the scale and diversity of the
ranges which we are discussing and the complexity of the processes involved. In
some places, where the intensity and timing of grazing are controlled, cattle can
enhance grasslands; in other circumstances their impact can be destructive.

Range Relationships

The term "carrying capacity" is widely used by range managers as a measure of
how many head of cattle can be sustained on a given area of rangeland." The phase
has an attractive but disingenuous simplicity to it, and it is worth examining the
concept briefly as it illustrates the difficulty of measuring the impact of grazing
objectively. If we can talk of overgrazing, which causes long-term degradation to a
grassland environment, then we should be able to define safe limits to stocking
rates on a particular range. The problem is that the biomass of a particular plant
community is fine-tuned to climate, in particular to the amount and timing of pre
cipitation, and these receipts vary profoundly over space and time." Mean precip
itation patterns are of limited practical utility on the prairies since the averages are
derived from profound extremes." For example, the spring and summer of 1999
were cool and moist in the foothills south of Calgary, while the Peace River district
suffered a blistering drought. On an even more local scale, vital spring rains can
deluge one drainage basin while leaving another parched. This means that the
ability of grassland to support .grazing fluctuates wildly from year to year and from
place to place. Yields may vary so much that forage may be in short supply, or so
plentiful that only a small proportion of the yearly growth can be consumed. This
does not mean that the theoretical idea of carrying capacity is valueless; rather it
suggests that management strategies should be conservative. Care should be taken
to insure that "carry-over" is adequate to provide a reserve in dry years.

The timing and intensity of grazing are often more important than the number
of acres allotted to a beef herd. This is illustrated when the grazing habits of buf
falo during the early nineteenth century are contrasted with those of domestic cat
tle. The immense herds of migrating buffalo, which are so vividly described in the
accounts of explorers of the plains, must have had a devastating effect on grass
lands. For example, one observer described a herd as "numerous as the locusts of
Egypt, they crowded together so densely that in the distance their rounded backs



presented a surface of uniform blackness.'!" Imagine, if you like, a flock of 100,000
locusts each weighing a ton! Every green shoot must have been devoured and
shrubs must have been broken down and trampled. Vast quantities of manure and
urine would have been laid down along the path of the migration. Buffalo wallows
would have created blowouts in sandy areas, and deep trails were slashed across the
grain of the topography," A pall of dust hundreds of feet high would have hung
over the migrating herds, and would have been whipped into impenetrable dust
storms by high winds. However, such was the immensity of the Great Plains that
grass ravaged one year might then rest for three, five, or even ten years before
another visitation: "Grazing was aggressive, indiscriminate, brief and rare.?" It
probably enhanced the vigour and diversity of grass growth. The impact of buffalo
paralleled, in a temperate grassland context, the effects of huge herds of wilde
beest and other ungulates observed by Alan Savory in east Africa, He has stressed
the importance of the thousands of sharp hooves which shred plant material, has
ten decay, break crusted ground and sow the seeds of future crops."

The seasonal movements of the great northern herd of bison were adjusted to
the life cycle of native grasses. The Mixed Grass Prairie was grazed during the hot,
dry summer and fall, and the herd retreated to the broken topography of the
foothills and the partial shelter of the Parkland Aspen zone with the onset of win
ter. Here they could graze the cured fescue grasses by sweeping snow aside with
their heads; moreover, southerly- and westerly-facing slopes were often blown clear
of snow by chinook winds. The herds did not move out into the plains again until
late MayorJune, and by that time the needlegrasses and wheatgrasses of the mixed
prairie had completed their frenzied spurt of spring growth, during which time
they were most vulnerable to grazing. Throughout the summer the fescue grasses
in the wintering areas had six months to grow undisturbed." Much is made of the
fact that the demise of the buffalo left a niche which could be filled by domesti
cated horses and cattle. However, as the ecological footprints of bison and cattle
are very different, it was by no means a straightforward "one for one" exchange.

The trail herds of semi-feral Texas longhorns which moved northward in the
1870s, first to the rail heads and later to Wyoming and Montana, must have been a
pale echo of the buffalo herds which they replaced. Although cattlemen and trail
bosses referred to the Western trail, the Chisholm trail and the Shawnee trail, each
herd would naturally pursue a different course so that the cattle might fatten dur
ing the leisurely drive." The precise routes taken by herds the previous year could
be seen clearly and were avoided. It was only at difficult river crossings where fords
had been found that northward moving herds might be forced, for a day or two, to
move over much the same range. Thus the pattern of grazing once again was
intense, localized and short-lived.

The first large herds of cattle owned by corporate interests along the foothills
of Alberta adopted seasonal grazing patterns rather similar to those of the buffalo.
Ranches like the Bar U, the Walrond, the Cochrane and the Oxley pushed their
cattle out onto the plains during the summer, in the 1880s and early 1890s, planning
to save the grass in the hills for the winter months. By the tum of the century, wide
spread farm settlement along the line of the Calgary-Fort Macleod railway was mak
ing this practice well-nigh impossible. As George Lane explained, "the cattle are
now practically confined to the hills all the year round.'?"

Even if these first large herds mimicked to some extent the seasonal surges of



the buffalo which they replaced, we should not ignore fundamental differences in
behaviour between the semi-domesticated cattle and the buffalo. Cattle are both
unwilling and unable to graze more than a few kilometres away from water. They
lack the restless instinct to roam which is characteristic of the buffalo, and they
tend to favour selected plants and to regraze them again and again. In a compara
tive study of the behavioral patterns of bison and cattle, Van Vuren observed that
cattle distribution was limited to gentle slopes near water, while bison roamed
widely, seemingly unaffected by slope or proximity to water," The impact of cattle
is concentrated along coulees and around sloughs and insidiously undermines the
diversity and vigour of the mid-length grasses over weeks of grazing." Bench lands
and interfluvesmay be ignored and deteriorate as litter builds up and becomes
rank. The first cattle herds, whether they were longhorns from Texas moving into
the Judith basin of Montana, or "westerns" trekked through the mountains from
Oregon and Idaho to the Marias or the Milk river valleys, more closely matched the
bison in their ability and willingness to rustle. As fences proliferated and as herds
were "bred up," using purebred bulls from eastern Canada and Great Britain, so
the tendency to stay put and to graze the familiar green leafy plants along the river
valleys became more marked." After the turn of the century it became common
practice to bring in large quantities of young "pilgrim" cattle from Manitoba and
Ontario to fatten on the free grazing of the unenclosed and unclaimed prairie.
The early experiences of these cattle in more humid regions reinforced genetic
impulses to seek out familiar moisture-loving plants in this new and hostile semi
arid environment. They tended to bunch in the coulees and had a selective impact
out of proportion to their moderate numbers.

While climate and soil type will determine the potential productivity of a par
ticular pasture, grazing action can do much to control the rate at which plant nutri
ents are recycled and distributed within the system. Cattle may graze in one area
during the cool of the day and later move to shaded areas where they defecate and
urinate: thus nutrients are removed from one area and deposited in another which
alters natural nutrient cycling. On the other hand, excessive trampling can reduce
plant growth and soil porosity. While "patchy grazing" may be regarded as some
thing to be avoided by cattlemen, an ecologist might recognize that ungrazed
patches may shelter species that are less tolerant of grazing and provide structural
diversity. 56 Thus contemporary range managers do their best to control the timing,
intensity, and location of grazing to ensure that cattle harvest .an appropriate
amount and leave the range in good health.

Fire has played a vital role in creating and maintaining grasslands. Bragg calls
fire "the keeper of the prairie," and argues that without fire most grasslands would
ultimately give way to forest or shrublands." Evidence for this assertion is the
expansion of trees into formerly grassy areas when fire is suppressed, and the per
sistence of woodlands ofjuniper and other species which occur on escarpments in
the Great Plains that are naturally protected from fire by the topography. A con
sideration of this evidence and the paleoecological record has led some scholars to
question the existence of "grassland climates.?"

The impact of fire on grassland depends on the frequency and timing of the
burns." These factors in turn affect the intensity and duration of the fire. A burn
during the dormant season will move rapidly with the wind; high temperatures may
be reached but they last for a brief period, and soil temperatures below the surface



rarely reach lethal levels, thus soil organisms are not immediately affected." But
the effects of the fire will also depend on the pre-burn state of the grass, which is
of course linked to management practices and the precipitation received in that
particular year. In drought years, when grasses are already stressed, summer burns
can drastically reduce productivity. The impacts of grazing and fire on grass are
often inextricably linked: for example the passage of a buffalo herd would so
reduce available fuel as to create a wide "fire guard" which could halt a fire in its
tracks." Alternatively, grazing in association with mesquite trees not only spreads
the seeds but also reduces the amount of ground cover, thus reducing the occur
rence of really hot fires which would control the spread of the mesquite.
Historically, bison were attracted to the new growth of grass on recently burned
areas; Natives used fire as a tool to attract bison. Today, cattle behave in much the
same way and this can lead to overgrazing of burned areas and avoidance of
unburnt areas. Fire compresses the long process of biological decomposition into
a very short period, providing a burst of plant nutrients to the soil. On the other
hand, burning may increase evaporation rates and runoff, and at the same time
decrease snow trapping. By controlling, to a very considerable degree, the extent
and frequency of grassland fires, cattlemen have changed the natural cycle of the
grasslands. As Don Gayton observes,

I have seen the profound distortions caused by the elimination of fire. We
need to remind ourselves that the elimination of a natural disturbance is
a disturbance. Think of that statement in terms of the big three: fire, graz
ing, and erosion."

Ranchers must share, with other settlers of the grasslands, responsibility for
changing the habitat and thereby restricting the range of many animals which used
to roam the prairies. Elk and bears were forced to retreat into the mountains or
north into the forest; wolves were all but exterminated; and ongoing war was
declared on ground squirrels, coyotes, and beavers." It was the Western
Stockgrowers' Association which posted the bounty on wolves, and it was the ranch
ers who hunted coyotes with hounds: "varmints" could expect short shrift in ranch
ing country. Over the past century animals which competed for grass with the pre
ferred domesticated species were removed, and predators were ruthlessly wiped
out. Natural abundance and diversity were replaced with narrow uniformity. Such
must be the verdict of history.

Some would say that this sorry story is continuing to unfold: they argue that by
allowing cattle to graze montane forest, wildlife is deprived of vital forage.
Cattlemen respond, somewhat ruefully, by pointing out that they feed herds of elk
and deer through the winter. Wildlife populations do not respect property lines or
fences": most observers agree that two or more generations of control over hunt
ing have prompted a resurgence of wild herbivores and some expansion of their
range. My own observation would be that many ranchers have an easy and totally
unsentimental respect for the wildlife with which they share the land; Marcy Houle
reached a somewhat similar conclusion as she carried out fieldwork on hawks in
the Zumwalt Prairie of northeastern Oregon. This island of prairie, surrounded by
mountains and cut off by the canyons of the Snake River, is one of the least dis
turbed extensive areas of native grassland still in existence. As her work progressed,
Houle accumulated more and more evidence of unheard-of raptor densities. She



then sought to explain this unusual fecundity. Rather to her surprise, she found
that ranchers, partly by accident and partly by design, provided an effective
guardianship over this immensely productive and flourishing ecosystem. They were
truly "The Prairie Keepers" of her title."

"Welfare Cowboys"?

The ire of antigrazing forces is fuelled by the perception that ranchers are mil
lionaire "welfare cowboys." The fact that the ranches which make headline news
are those owned by media-moguls like Ted Turner and Tom Brokaw or film stars
like Robert Redford, confirms this image." Moreover, cattlemen in states like
Wyoming and Nevada do wield political power out of all proportion to their num
bers. They can usually rely on their friends in Congress to frustrate moves to raise
grazing fees or to review the status quO.67 In Alberta, the media turns to singer Ian
Tyson to pontificate on range matters, while occasional sales of ranchlands are fol
lowed with immense interest." The prices fetched are usually in the multimillion
bracket, and this confirms the public's image of a super-rich ranching fraternity.

Confusion over the compensation which range leaseholders receive from the
oil and gas industry has not helped. The Alberta government claimedthat lessees
received some $40 million from the oil patch for access to lands for which they paid
only $3 million in rent. Bob Scammel, a lawyer in Red Deer, voiced popular disgust:
"What is certain is that a very great deal of money that properly belongs to all the
people of Alberta is gushing down to between one and two percent of our people
many of whom are millionaires already.'?" He was echoed by Cliff Wallis of the
Alberta Wilderness Association: "A select group of ranchers is making a killing out
of the oil and natural gas companies for access to these public lands rather than
this money going into the government coffers."?" Since that time it has been
revealed that the government's claims may have been exaggerated; nevertheless, a
group of cattlemen fortunate enough to have oil or natural gas wells on their graz
ing leases do get paid more than $13 million. In neighbouring Saskatchewan the
provincial government retains the mineral rights and pays a paltry $250 to lessees
per well for "disturbance." Albertan ranchers claim that this "socialist system" does
not cover costs."

While many very wealthy people own ranches, it seems that nobody gets rich
from ranching. In his in-depth study of five ranching systems in the United States,
Paul Starrs was unable to find one which gave a substantial return on investment.
He explained:

studies of ranch economics in the 1970s turned to techniques of cost
benefit analysis only to reach a startling conclusion, replicated in one
study after another, at any size, on virtually any combination of private,
leased or loaned land, with cow-calf raising operations or with outfits rais
ing steers on grass, in virtually any sort of livestock venture: costs were
likely to overshadow profits.72

An economic analysis of Canadian ranches carried out at much the same time
reached the same conclusion: gross receipts from ranches in three out of four cat
egories studied did not meet total costs of operation. Only on large ranches in the
foothills was there a small margin of profit." Surveys carried out during the 1980s
and 1990s demonstrate that there are periods of profitability, but that returns over
the past twenty years have been modest." Ranchers are land rich and cash poor.



They may live on a spread where the deeded and leased land could be sold for mil
lions of dollars, but their return on investment over the long haul will not exceed
1.5-2 percent after inflation." In a frank discussion of the economic "facts of life"
in the cattle business, Montana rancher Bill Galt estimated that his total investment
in his huge Birch Creek outfit was around $20 million. He went on:

Now, it's unusual for me to net as much as a 2% return ... some years I
might make that, but some years when we have a bad winter or the mar
ket is bad I might lose $700,000, which points out the need to have a darn
good banker... I'd make more than twice as much as my good year every
year if I just put the money in certificates of deposit."

Some ranchers ranch because they love it: their rewards are in lifestyle, the envi
ronment in which they raise their families, and in shared community values." The
implication of this economic reality is that on a working 'ranch every calf counts,
every vehicle and machine must be maintained so that it will last, and every fluctu
ation in the price of beef is watched with concern. Survival requires both meticu
lous management and a good deal of luck: there is no margin for error. A few
calves lost to wolves, or hay stacks raided by elk, or a fire started by careless hunters,
can have serious consequences to the ongoing viability of an outfit.

Cows versus Condos

The greatest threat to healthy and sustainable grassland ecosystems may be
population growth, channelled by increasing affluence and mobility into the
rural/urban fringe. Not only are western cities growing outwards as planned devel
opments swallow agricultural lands around their margins; small towns and villages
within ever-widening commutersheds are also experiencing rapid expansion.
Around each of these nuclei, large and small, occurs concomitant spread of
acreages and "ranchettes." Much of this dispersed development is not contiguous
with existing built-up areas." Even if these newcomers have been carefullyaccul
turated by society to be environmentally aware, their very presence implies a fun
damentalland use change with far-reaching consequences. More people, vehicles,
fences, dogs and horses occupy the green zones and make them less accessible to
wildlife as well as disruptive to movement from one patch of habitat to another. As
public lands are increasingly managed using ecosystem approaches rather than
crude boundaries and containment, so subdivisions create sharp, hard boundaries
in comparison to ranches and farms which create "shallow gradients and more
compatible ecotones."?" Environmentalists from Arizona to Montana, and on into
Alberta, have begun to realize that prosperous and well-run ranches may be an
effective barrier to insidious urban-related growth well outside cities themselves.
"Cows not Condos" is the bumper sticker of choice for the Montana Land Reliance
Association."

While the hope and expectation on the range is that an outfit will be kept in the
family and passed on to the next generation, disruptive pressures are growing which
may affect this transfer;" The opportunity costs of a sale to a developer are growing,
while rising land values mean higher taxes. Inheritance taxes loom large, and what
happens when there is a divorce or when the heirs cannot agree on a course of
action? Once one ranch is subdivided, others may soon follow because the intangi
ble benefits which have kept families in ranching may be compromised."

Cattlemen are exploring ways to insure that their children can continue to



ranch, should they so desire. "Conservation easements" are legal agreements
through which landowners sell the development rights of their property to a con
servation organization." They can continue to use the land as they always have, but
both the threat and the promise of subdivision is removed; there are also substan
tial tax advantages as the value of the land is reduced.

Of course, vast areas of the west lie outside the commutersheds of the widely
spaced cities. In these hinterlands ranchers see themselves as stewards or guardians
of the isolated ranges which they occupy. They are the men and women who are
out on the land year round. It is hard to refute the claim ofJack Horner, Chairman
of the Alberta Lease Holders Association, when he remarks: "I, as a rancher, know
my backyard better than anybody else.?" It could be argued that ranchers and cow
boys are in closer touch with nature than any other group in our society for they
spend every day"in the field," an opportunity which would be envied by many desk
bound park wardens and wildlife biologists. The rhetorical question is often asked
in ranching country: "Who would you prefer to have looking after Crown lands,
people who have lived on them and used them for generations, or government
'experts'?" It is the residents who notice the pickup trucks of fishermen and the
SUVs of hikers or birders. They are the "gate keepers" during the hunting season,
although the precise rights of leaseholders to control access are not clearly
defined. They are the first to be involved in emergency situations and are the nat
ural choices as guides for search and rescue operations. Their quiet presence and
ubiquity does much to restrain the behaviour of visiting urbanites: in the absence
of resident ranchers and their families it is hard to imagine how wide areas of
Crown lands could be supervised effectively.

Plains Futures

The immensity, diversity and complexity of the grasslands threaten to confound
any attempt to grapple with trends and explore futures. It is clear that discussion
must proceed at a variety of scales, starting at the smallest scale and the greatest
level of generalization. Over the decades the ill-defined "frontier" of arable farm
ing has advanced and retreated in response to environmental vagaries, economic
cycles, and changing government policies. These adjustments have had great social
and ecological costs. Most observers would agree that the plough reached into
areas of the west which should never have been touched." It is time to recognize
that in the same way some ranges should never have been grazed; this concept is
hard to accept because we have, for so long, thought of ranching as the land use
of last resort, a means of occupying space not suitable for any more intensive use.
Lands too dry, too rugged, and too isolated for farming could still render some
return as pasture lands. We have been slow to grasp the ecological toll that has
been exacted, and to realize that grasslands, like forests, have intrinsic worth quite
apart from their productivity.

Large areas of the most devastated range should be retired from grazing. This
retreat would be accompanied by a similar retreat of arable agriculture, particu
larly of irrigated agriculture. The best predictive meteorology suggests that we face
a hotter, drier future." A logical response would involve resting the driest and most
stressed ranges, and concentrating arable agriculture in areas where rainfall is
more abundant and reliable. This retrenchment in farming might allow a modest
redeployment of range herds. But is it possible to instigate far-reaching changes in



the status quo in a democratic society where the market rules supreme? Or will dis
aster, like the dust bowl of the 1930s, be necessary to sweep away old patterns and
attitudes?"

Shifts in land-use planning on this scale would require accompanying changes
in thought patterns." The traditional role of the west as a storehouse of resources
ripe for exploitation would have to evolve into a vision of a new west as a homeland
where people could have both jobs and clean air, economic progress and clean
water, and flourishing diverse grasslands available to both ranchers and those in
search of wild lands."

At a meso-scale, where we are dealing with specific grassland areas, we should
be improving our techniques for measuring the health of the range. Cattle should
gradually be withdrawn from a variety of protected areas so that ecological bench
marks can be established and the long-term effects of grazing can be evaluated."
At present we do not have consistent ways of recording field data which reflect
today's realities and priorities. The United States Bureau of Land Management
grades range conditions as "excellent," "good," "fair" or "poor," according to
species composition, not on the basis of sustainable forage, wildlife cover, or water
shed protection." Those precious areas which are least disturbed should be pro
tected and preserved; and native species should receive preferential treatment
where regeneration and reseeding have to be undertaken. This will be easier when
productivity for grazing purposes is no longer the sole goal of management. A vari
ety of initiatives might help to recreate a mosaic of diverse habitats where human
impacts range from severe to minimal, and where plants and animals which are
sensitive to cattle grazing can find niches in which to flourish.

It is at the largest scale of resolution, when we examine the range in detail,
ranch by ranch and watershed by watershed, that we are rewarded with the most
positive and optimistic picture. Ranchers and environmentalists, from the Milk
River and Pekisko Creek in Alberta to the Platte and the Pecos in the United States,
share common dreams when they consider the conditions which they would like to
see on the ranges of the future. Small groups, focusing on developing strategies in
which no stakeholder is a loser, have achieved remarkable successes in restoring
grasslands and planning sustainable futures. In his book Beyond the Rangeland
Conflict, Dan Daggett tells the stories of ten ranches which have faced different
problems and found solutions in innovative ways through dialogues between
ranchers, government agencies and environmentalists."

Seventy years ago, Walter Prescott Webb remarked that "the history of the plains
is the history of the grasslands.''" The future of the grasslands will be determined
by our ability to move from confrontation to cooperation, "to set aside our differ
ences and work toward a common vision of a green and growing land, of clear
streams, and of an Earth alive with natural and cultural diversity."?'
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Bill Yeo.
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Farmers and "Orderly Marketing":
The Making of the Canadian Wheat Board

Robert Irwin

ABSTRACT. The controversy surrounding the Canadian Wheat Board has generated significant schol
arly interest in recent years. Few of these works, however, systematically address the process by which
Canada adopted single-desk marketing. Instead, they substitute a simplistic interpretation focused on
the political aspirations of the farm movement. They fail to address the economic complexities of the
grain trade. This analysis examines the origins of the Wheat Board in the context of the economic struc
ture of the Canadian grain trade and the perceptions of Canadian farmers. Only by examining the
structure of the grain trade - including grain handling, grain transportation, grain inspection, grain
marketing - and the farmers' complaints against the system can the efforts at reform be fully under
stood. Regulation, cooperatively owned grain handling and marketing enterprises, and voluntary pools
were all tried in the period prior to 1930. The crisis of the Depression led the government to experi
ment in different avenues of wheat marketing, first as an effort to improve farm returns and subsidize
Canadian agriculture, and later as a method of organizing the marketing of Canadian wheat. World War
II provided the impetus for the government to act on issues and concerns already identified.

SOMMAIRE. La controverse sur le Canadian Wheat Board a de puis quelque temps engendre un cer
tain interet chez les universitaires. Bien peu, cependant, ont etudie le processus par lequelle Canada a
adopte une commercialisation de monopole, la plupart se contentant d'une interpretation simpliste
basee sur les aspirations politiques du mouvement fermier: ils contournent ainsi les complexites
economiques du commerce des cereales. La presente analyse examine les origines du Wheat Board
dans le contexte de la structure economique du commerce canadien des cereales et des perceptions des
fermiers. C'est seulement en se penchant sur les problemes de manutention, de transport, d'inspection
et de commercialisation, ainsi que sur les plaintes des fermiers a l'egard du systeme, que l'on peut com
prendre pleinement la volonte de reforme. Regulation, cooperatives de manutention et de commer
cialisation, groupements benevoles: tout fut essaye avant 1930. La Depression conduisit le gouverne
ment a essayer differentes methodes de commercialisation, d'abord afin d'ameliorer le rendement des
fermes et de subventionner l'agriculture canadienne, puis afin d'organiser la commercialisation du ble.
La Seconde Guerre mondiale donna done au gouvernement l'occasion d'agir sur des problemes qui
avaient deja ete identifies.

Introduction

Controversial is the best word to describe the Canadian grain trade and the role
of the Canadian Wheat Board within that trade. Complaints by farmers led to the
establishment of several federal Royal Commissions and numerous provincial
enquiries.' Given the grain trade's important economic place in Canada, histori
ans, economists, and publicists have also written extensively on this topic. The
recent attacks by some Canadian farmers on the mandatory pooling structure of



the Canadian Wheat Board have similarly led to numerous new publications.' Few
of these works, however, systematically address the process by which Canada adopt
ed single-desk marketing. Those that do offer a simplistic interpretation which fails
to address the economic complexities of the grain trade or focus extensively on the
political aspirations of the farm movement.' This article examines the origins of the
Wheat Board in the context of the economic structure of the Canadian grain trade
and the perceptions of Canadian farmers. Many farmers demanded a compulsory
Wheat Board because they believed it would improve their returns and solve long
standing problems they had regarding the economic structure of the grain trade.
They were neither anti-capitalist nor politically motivated. They simply sought to
order the capitalist market place in an international context.

This present analysis is divided into three parts. Part one examines the
Canadian grain trade and discusses the nature of farmers' complaints against the
system. Grain marketing was composed of four components: grain handling, grain
transportation, grain inspection, and grain marketing. Each of these components,
while nominally distinct, functioned in combination to determine the price a
farmer received for grain, and affected a farmers' ability to sell grain in the open
market. This information is essential to an understanding of the complexity of the
problems farmers faced.

In part two, the article analyses various efforts to improve the market system,
considering both the solutions envisaged by the farm movement and by the gov
ernment. The article demonstrates that the farm movement made efforts to regu
late and reform all the various components of the grain trade system and eventu
ally concluded that a pool was a necessary aspect of grain marketing.

In part three, the emergence of the Wheat Board is examined. The crisis of the
Depression led the government to experiment in different avenues of wheat mar
keting, first as an effort to improve farm returns and subsidize Canadian agricul
ture, and later as a method of organizing the marketing of Canadian wheat. World
War II provided the impetus for the government to act on issues and concerns
already identified.

In their recent examination of the Wheat Board, historian David Bercuson and
political scientist Barry Cooper argued that the government's desire to control the
prairie grain crop and fight inflation during World War II provided the rationale for
making the Wheat Board a compulsory pool. They maintain that the dual market
ing system established in 1935 answered farmers' concerns about the grain trade
and did not require modification. In an even more gratuitous attack on the Wheat
Board, publicist Don Barron has concluded that the Wheat Board was foisted upon
western Canadian grain farmers by left-wing, anti-capitalist propagandists within the
Social Gospel movement. Neither of these two interpretations takes into considera
tion the structure of the Canadian grain trade nor the long-standing grievances of
many prairie farmers as expressed through the farm organizations of the period.
The campaign for a compulsory pool originated in a rational critique of the prairie
grain marketing system as farmers sought to improve the return they received for
their grain. Their complaints focused on all elements of the system including grain
handling, grain transportation, grain marketing, grain inspection and the terminal
market; addressed areas of concern related to corruption in the grain buying and
handling business, and perceived problems related to concentration and monopoly
in the grain trade.



Farmers, unlike other capitalist enterprises, could not respond to falling prices
by withholding produce, reducing supply, and thus influencing the supply/
demand relationship. They made seeding decisions in April and the crop had to be
sold in September-November to meet credit commitments and avoid carrying
charges caused by the close of navigation on the Great Lakes. The farm organiza
tions were especially concerned about the spread between street and track prices
for grain. Street sellers - the approximately 50 percent of farmers who sold grain
in small wagon lots to the local elevator agent - received a lower price for their
grain than other sellers in the market. These farmers, furthermore, delivered large
volumes of grain in the fall when supply overwhelmed demand in the market. The
farm movement thus demanded "orderly marketing" whereby the supply/ demand
relationship could be stabilized. Both regulatory measures and cooperative grain
handling and marketing agencies failed to establish "orderly marketing." Indeed,
the experiments demonstrated that "orderly marketing" required involvement in
all aspects of the grain trade including grain handling, marketing, transportation,
and terminals. The experiments in government marketing during and immediately
following World War I suggested a new direction might be of benefit to those farm
ers unable to take advantage of the track market. During the Depression the gov
ernment established a dual market whereby a voluntary Wheat Board co-existed
with the open market. This, however, was a price support system, rather than a sys
tem of "orderly marketing," destined to last only until conditions on the interna
tional wheat market returned to normal.

Rather than normal conditions, however, the Liberal party was forced to deal
with World War II and the complete disruption of international commerce. More
than ever, the government needed to foster an "orderly market" to meet its inter
national commitments to Britain. A subsidy system no longer met the requirements
of the federal government, and a compulsory pool was established in 1943.
Following the war, the government had to assess its position. If the government did
not desire to re-establish a price support system, it had to abandon the Wheat
Board and restore the competitive market or continue the compulsory pool. The
wheat pool proponents, including the most active of the farmers' organizations,
lobbied for the continuation of orderly marketing; and faced with continued inter
national commitments and unable to finance a farm subsidy program, the Liberal
party reluctantly continued the Wheat Board.

The Pre-Wheat Board Grain Trade and Farmers Complaints

The Open Market System

The grain trade was a complex system of interdependent components in the
grain handling, grain transportation, grain inspection, grain marketing, and
export sectors. Each of these sectors influenced the price a farmer received for
grain. Grain was purchased by weight, subject to quality anddockage. The owner
of the grain, moreover, was responsible for all charges assessed as grain passed
through each of the sectors. Until delivered to the terminal market, the owner was
responsible for any damage or shrinkage of the grain shipment. Final payment and
the transfer of the grain from the Canadian grain trade to the export market
occurred at the terminal market. This transaction occurred at the Winnipeg Grain
Exchange, and until that time, the owner of the grain was responsible for carrying
charges. The price of grain at the terminal elevator prepared for shipment to
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exporters was the "spot" price. Consequently, grain which arrived at the Lakehead
terminal market and could be shipped immediately received a higher price than
grain which had to be carried by the owner until the navigation system opened in
the spring. Besides selling actual grain, the organization of the Winnipeg Grain and
Produce Clearing Association in 1904 provided for the trading of future delivery
contracts on margin. These contracts speculated upon the price of grain, ready for
shipment at the terminal market, at a certain date in the future. The contracts were
for October, December, MayorJuly delivery, in 1,000-bushel allotments of a certain
contract grade. Futures contracts, at one and the same time, followed trends in the
market and projected prices into the future. Although futures contracts could be
speculative, they also allowed grain owners to hedge their supply and thereby
helped to stabilize the market place by reducing the risk to the owner of the grain.'
The price a farmer received, therefore, depended upon the grain's position within
the trade, the timing of the sale, and the price on the futures market.

The first opportunity for farmers to sell their grain came at the local delivery
point. Farmers could sell grain to the local elevator in wagon lots for the "street
price." This price was the lowest available to farmers and reflected the transfer of
all risk for the product from the farmers to the purchasers at the earliest possible
moment. In this sale, the quantity, quality, and dockage of the grain shipment had
to be agreed upon between the buyer and the seller. The buyer, furthermore, had
to make allowances for carrying charges, insurance, and shrinkage. To protect
themselves from the risks they assumed in a street purchase, the buyers hedged the
grain by selling a futures contract. In this manner, any change in price between the
time of purchase at the local delivery market and final sale at the terminal market
was foregone. At the local delivery point, farmers could also sell their grain for the
"track price." The track price was paid for wheat loaded into a rail car and await
ing transportation to the market. Track sellers maintained risk related to quality
and weight until the car lot reached the terminal market for official inspection.
Track sellers were also responsible for inspection and weighing charges, cleaning
charges, freight (including freight on dockage), commission on sale, and interest
on any advance made prior to sale at the terminal market. Finally track sellers were
also responsible for any handling and storage costs incurred getting the grain into
the rail car prior to the track sale.

Farmers able to sell track grain had other avenues of sale available to them. If
the price offered for the track delivery was too low, or if farmers believed a better
price could be obtained at a later date, they shipped the grain to inspection points
themselves. It could be sold following inspection or delivered to the terminal ele
vator, where it could be cleaned and treated for sale at the spot price. The sale
required farmers to purchase the services of a member of the Grain Exchange on
commission of 1¢/bushel. In this manner a farmer assumed the risk of price
changes during the shipment period and paid any charges incurred. This mecha
nism of sale improved the bargaining position of the track seller. A farmer deliver
ing 'grain in this manner could hedge his delivery, like the grain buyers, by selling
a futures contract, and then buying it back upon the sale of his grain.

Complaints byFarmers

Corruption

Farmers complained vigorously about corruption in the grain trade. Excess



dockage, light weights, improper grades, refusing to special bin grain or replacing
special binned grain with lesser quality grain, replacing grain in storage with grain
of inferior quality, and refusing to allow farmers to deal with alternative buyers
once a farmer placed grain in storage at an elevator were amongst the more seri
ous charges." They also complained about the corruption of railway agents in the
disbursement of rail cars during the peak marketing system." Primarily these com
plaints were made because of prairie farmers' undue reliance upon the local grain
handling facility as a primary market for their produce. They felt that they were
forced into the hands of the "tyranny of the elevator monopolists;"

Monopoly

The charge that a monopoly controlled the grain trade in Canada is somewhat
misleading: the grain trade contained a number of corporate enterprises. In reality,
farmers were more concerned about combinations to restrict competition in the
grain trade. In this regard, they noted the attitude of the Canadian Pacific Railway
in signing restrictive deals on car disbursement with elevator operators and, more
importantly, to the activities of the North West Grain Dealers' Association in
Manitoba and Saskatchewan and its counterpart, the Western Grain Dealers' and
Millers' Association in Alberta. The price of grain changed daily at the Winnipeg
Grain Exchange and in order to communicate this information to grain buyers at
local delivery points in the countryside, these associations - the membership
included virtually all of the corporations involved in grain handling and grain buy
ing at local delivery points - sent notifications of price offerings for track and
street purchases to their local buyers. Usually one telegram was sent to the delivery
point, and the agent would distribute the information to his competitors. All grain
buyers at a local delivery point, consequently, were instructed to offer the same
price for the grain." Few farmers complained about the track prices offered. These
prices, set daily on the basis of the closing spot price in Winnipeg, reflected the
producers' ability to deliver grain to the spot market themselves if they were unsat
isfied with the track price offered. Farmers, however, believed that the street price
was unduly influenced by this combination of the grain buying interests.

Marketing

The railways, a second important component of the grain trade, also influenced
the price a farmer received for grain. All grain in Canada moved to the terminal
market on the railway. The closing of navigation at Thunder Bay in December
placed a tremendous burden upon the railway system: any grain not reaching
Thunder Bay in time for shipment had to be carried over the winter and thus had
extra carrying charges placed upon the owner. Nearly 75 percent of the prairie
grain crop was shipped between the end of August and the end of November.10 In
November 1925, the railways delivered a total of 51,852 grain cars to the Lakehead;
in May 1926, the largest shipping month in the off-season period, the railways deliv
ered 11,069 cars; in August 1926, the lowest month of the shipping year, the rail
ways delivered 1,867 cars." The railways organized their car delivery system quite
effectively, each car making approximately three trips to Lakehead in the three
month shipping season; but given the short-term nature of the demand for rolling
stock, the railways were reluctant to provide sufficient rolling stock to adequately
move the crop, and each year the availability of cars reached crisis proportions.



The massive movement of grain in September to November, furthermore, often
congested the rail lines beyond their capacity. The grain blockade had a significant
influence on prices paid at the local delivery point. At times of rail congestion,
track prices could be reduced because of the length of delivery. More importantly,
farmers delivering street grain in November faced additional discounts on the
price of street grain, as local grain buyers factored in the risk of not delivering the
grain to Lakehead in time for shipment and faced the possibility of additional car
rying charges for winter storage.

The spread between track and street prices, a spread emphasized during the
grain blockade, was a constant concern for farmers who sold street wheat. Farmers
argued that the spread was often as high as 5 or 6¢/bushel once all charges were
considered. The Royal Grain Inquiry Commission (1925) concluded that the extra
risk associated with street purchases, after all charges were assessed and hidden
costs considered, averaged only 2¢/bushel. But D.A. MacGibbon, a member of the
Commission, wrote that the spread averaged 3-4¢/bushel. 12 As already noted,
many farmers believed the excessive spreads occurred because a combine con
trolled competition. Some observers, however, remained unconvinced. Based on
testimony from the Saskatchewan Co-operative Elevator Company, the Royal
Commission concluded that the excess spread between street and track prices
occurred because the elevator companies needed to recoup losses incurred in the
storage and handling business. The tariff set by the Board of Grain Commissioners
for elevating, handling, storing for fifteen days, and insuring a farmers' grain in
graded storage was 1.75¢/bushel, and the Commission noted it was insufficient to
coyer the costs of this service to the elevator companies." More likely, the local
grain buyers discounted the price of street wheat simply because they could: farm
ers delivering into the street market were a captive market for them. On the whole,
these farmers were either too small to produce a car lot of wheat, did not have a
car lot of grain of similar quality and kind, or lived too far from the local delivery
point to make it cost-effective to deliver a car lot to the elevator or flat warehouse
within the fifteen-day free storage period." Since they could not turn to the track
market, nor ship themselves, they had to deliver in the street market no matter
what the discount. Improved competition would be necessary to reduce spread
between street and track prices; but even after the farmers' corporations entered
the market, complaints regarding the spread between street and track prices con
tinued. The only real solution lay in technological improvements on the farm such
as the introduction of motorized trucks and mechanization with the resulting
increased farm size.

The most significant complaint made by farmers against the open market sys
tem was the injurious fluctuation of the price of grain on a seasonal basis. Farmers
noted that the price of grain in October rarely compared with the price in May and
July. While seasonal variation in the price of a seasonally produced commodity is
quite normal and reflects the carrying and financing costs ofwithholding the prod
uct from the market, farmers blamed the price variation on the Winnipeg Grain
Exchange. Most importantly, they noted that the low point of the marketing system
seemed to coincide with the period when most farmers were forced by the finan
cial commitments of operating loans to liquidate their crops." Farmers informed
the Royal Grain Inquiry Commission that speculation led to the unduly low
autumn prices and that speculators could influence the market downward through



the sale of "wind bushels.'?" The president of the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool reflect
ed this attitude in 1931:

The organized farmers for many years, and as strongly today as at any time
in the past, feel that the present system of futures trading does not work
out in their best interests. They feel the price they receive for their wheat
from day to day is largely influenced by the attitude of mind of the unin
formed speculating public, and that such a method of determining or
influencing the price level is too insecure and unstable a foundation
upon which to build any industry. They feel that the effects of uncon
trolled speculation results in much wider fluctuations in the market price
than would otherwise be the case."

A small number of farmers tried to take advantage of the seasonal price variation
by purchasing May futures following the marketing of their crop. IS These farmers,
therefore, entered the market as speculators themselves, and by purchasing futures
continued to maintain their risk position regarding price variations in a pattern
similar to withholding the grain from the market.

Regulation and Reform

Canada Grain Act

The passage of the Manitoba Grain Act (1900) and the consolidation of legis
lation affecting the grain trade into the Canada Grain Act (1912) solved many of
the grievances of the farm movement regarding corruption in the grain trade."As
warehouse commissioner C.C. Castle later reported, most of the farmers' com
plaints about grain handling could be dealt with through better enforcement of
the regulations." The Canada Grain Act had provisions for the prevention of light
weights and contained an appeal mechanism for disputes regarding grades and
dockage. Furthermore, the Act contained mechanisms for the prevention of sub
stitution for special binned grain and provisions for rail car allotment. Indeed, one
of the first activities of the Territorial Grain Growers' Association had been the suc
cessful prosecution of the Sintaluta railway agent for failure to maintain a proper car
order book. The Canada Grain Act also provided the Board of Grain Commissioners
with powers to regulate grain elevators and examine other aspects of the trade.
Through regulation, consequently, the government dealt with one aspect of farm
ers' concerns.

Farmers' Organizations

Farmers dealt with their concerns regarding combines and the lack of competi
tion themselves by organizing producer-eontrolled grain handling and commission
selling cooperatives. In this project, they received generous support from the prairie
provincial governments.21 The United Grain Growers, Ltd. (UGG) and the
Saskatchewan Co-operative Elevator Company (Co-op) both emphasized special
binning in the construction of their elevators, created commission sales depart
ments in Winnipeg to act on behalfoffarmers, and offered competitive street prices
in the markets they served. According to the Royal Grain Inquiry Commission
(1925) these two farmers' companies operated at 41 percent of the prairie delivery
points. At these points, the general manager of the Co-op asserted the line eleva
tor companies had improved their street prices to meet the competition." Both
UGG and the Co-op operated terminals and export subsidiaries, but both



remained dependent upon the basic marketing structure of the Winnipeg Grain
Exchange. Although they certainly improved competition in the local delivery mar
ket and were active participants in the trading at the Exchange, the two farmers'
grain handling companies did not address farmers' concerns with the dis-ordered
market place.

Marketing Solutions

Sample Market

The concept of a sample market became one of the most problematic, yet the
most open market consideration, promoted by the farm movement. E.A. Partridge,
a leader in the Saskatchewan Grain Growers' Association (SGGA) and one of the
founders of the Grain Growers' Grain Company, introduced this idea in conjunc
tion with his proposal for a government-owned grain handling system. In essence,
a sample market was a grocery store for wheat. Farmers would send samples of their
crop to the market, and grain buyers would buy directly from the farmer following
their inspection of the sample. The sample market, consequently, did away with
grading and government inspection as well as the speculative trading in wheat
products by bringing the buyer and producer into direct contact." A sample mar
ket, however, was a cumbersome marketing activity and led directly to the mixing
and reducing of the overall quality of Canadian grain about which farmers com
plained. Partridge's radical plan, furthermore, never received unanimous support
even within the Grain Growers' Associations. Although the idea of a sample mar
ket emerged periodically after World War I, other more efficient methods of
improving the marketing system were already under consideration.

Orderly Marketing

Orderly marketing is the term used by the wheat pools and the Wheat Board to
define the new marketing technique. In his classic study of the grain trade, C.F.
Wilson suggests the term had two different meanings. He notes that orderly mar
keting at times appeared to mean that farmers desired to sell an equal amount of
grain each month of the year and thus equalize the supply into world markets and
avoid seasonal price variations. At other times, it appeared to mean selling grain
when prices were high and holding while prices were low, in order to secure the
best possible return." In some ways farmers saw these two different concepts as syn
onymous. In his testimony to the 1925 Royal Commission, Henry Wise Wood noted
that the consumption ofwheat occurred on a yearly supply scale rather than a sea
sonal pattern. The objective of a centralized selling agency would be to sell wheat
so that supply and demand were in balance. Since farmers understood that
Canadian wheat was primarily a high quality blending wheat used to mix with other
wheat in the milling process, the demand for it was rather steady in international
markets. Thus equal marketing across the year would accomplish the goal.25

Implementing such a system, however, would prove difficult. During the debate
over the Partridge plan at the SGGA convention in 1908, the desirability of with
holding grain from the market in the fall and marketing it across the year to
improve the average return to farmers was discussed. In his comments F.W. Green,
the secretary of the SGGA, provides one of the earliest indications of how organ
ized farmers believed orderly marketing could be implemented:



It would be necessary to bring the whole trade under the management of
one agency. This agency must be created by the farmers who owned the
grain and it must be subject to their control. They must be willing for this
agency to market the entire product in the best interests of the whole.
This could be done by an independent commission nominated by the
Grain Growers' Association, and appointed by the government. A sum of
money sufficient to handle the whole trade could be borrowed on the
credit of the country, and should be kept entirely separate from other
channels of trade. This would render them independent of the banks or
grain exchange, and would enable them to sell their wheat in the world's
best markets, though to do this they must be able to order it forward inde
pendently of individuals in the best interests of the whole."

The idea of a government-sponsored pool, therefore, surfaced at least as early as
1908.

The members of the SGGA, however, recognized the difficulty for most farmers
of withholding grain from the market. Credit obligations, the SGGA noted, meant
most farmers needed to secure cash income in the fall. Indeed, the SGGA presen
tation to the Saskatchewan Elevator Commission in 1910 blamed the credit policy
of the banks for forcing farmers into the hands of the elevator monopolists. They
recommended, consequently, that the government advance money on grain deliv
ered into the country elevator system and pay farmers a final payment once the sea
son's grain was marketed." Thus by 1910 the basic parameters of the Wheat Board
scheme had been advanced by the organized farm movement.

Wheat Board, 1919-20
The closure of the Winnipeg Grain Exchange in 1917, and the creation of the

Board of Grain Supervisors in June 1917, changed the marketing system dramati
cally. The system, although it did not create a market along the lines suggested by
producers, did address their concerns with seasonal price variations and the spread
between street and track wheat. The Board of Grain Supervisors had the power to
fix prices paid to producers and by overseas purchasers." It used this power to
make arrangements for purchasers to cover the carrying charges on grain in stor
age at the terminal market, and to fix the spread between street and track prices.
The temporary measures of the Board of Grain Supervisors prevented wheat prices
from inflating beyond the capacity of the British market's ability to purchase the
commodity, and eliminated the seasonal variation in prices. When the Winnipeg
Grain Exchange reopened onJuly 21, 1919, prices quickly rose on speculation, and
then onJuly 29 the government decided to reintroduce a measure of control."

In certain respects, the Wheat Board created for the 1919-20 crop year operated
on the basis of the SGGA proposals of 1910 and made an effort to match supply
with demand in international markets. A review of the condition of international
markets concluded:

Under these abnormal conditions, resulting in uncertainty of price and
instability of market, it would appear that in order to secure that the early
movement of the Canadian crop which is so essential, and that fair distri
bution among our wheat producers of the actual value of their product as
determined by the world demand for the same throughout the entire sea
son of marketing, which is equally desirable, action should be taken by
the Government, looking to purchase, storage, movement, financing and
marketing of the wheat grown in Canada in 1919. 30



In designing the new control system, the Canadian government turned to the
wheat marketing controls used in Australia during World War I.

In 1910, the Saskatchewan Elevator Commission was critical of farmers' pro
posals that the government serve as a bank to allow farmers to market their grain
in an "orderly fashion." Yet in the aftermath of World War I that is precisely what
occurred. Under the Wheat Board, farmers received an initial payment following
their delivery of grain into the elevator system, thereby allowing them to meet their
credit obligations. The Wheat Board then took control of the grain and marketed
it to overseas purchasers in an orderly fashion. At the end of the crop year, after all
expenses and interest charges on the advances had been considered, the govern
ment made a final payment to producers based upon their deliveries. Producers,
therefore, received an average payment from the prices obtained throughout the
year. The Board, meanwhile, sold grain to domestic interests at prices approximat
ing world prices, and into international markets at the best obtainable price; but it
existed for only a single year, and as prices fell following the government's aban
donment of single-desk marketing, the farm movement demanded its return.

Return to the Open Market and the Wheat Pools

The campaign to restore the Wheat Board in 1920-22 produced frustration
amongst farmers, who did not necessarily believe that its reinstatement would
restore pre-war prices." Rather they believed that the Wheat Board would provide
them with an average yearly price and provide for better marketing of Canadian
wheat. As one farmer told Saskatchewan Premier Charles Dunning:

Our plan is this, we want an average price of the season's wheat price. The
big percentage of farmers are forced to sell at threshing time irrespective
as to the price they get."

This demand for orderly marketing reflected similar ideas within the Liberal gov
ernment. The minister of Agriculture, W.R. Motherwell - a former president of
the SGGA - noted the primary benefit of a Wheat Board would

be due to the ability of such a Board to finance advance payments and
hold our wheat off the market at a time when it is otherwise glutted - in
short, feed the market in accordance with its ability to consume and pay
for our produce and thus avoid this annual glut and depression of our
market that has occurred almost continuously since there was a west."

Farmers also demanded that the new Wheat Board be compulsory. Both Dunning
and Motherwell favoured the creation of a Wheat Board, but both were hesitant
about the concept of compulsion. Dunning informed a member of the Grain
Exchange:

In the course of my connection with public life I have never known an
issue upon which the people were so absolutely of one mind as is the case
in connection with the present demand for a compulsory Wheat Board.
There are objectors of course, and there are many, like myself, with an
instinctive distrust of the principle of compulsion as applied to trade."

There was ample evidence, however, that a voluntary board or pool was problematic.
James Stewart and Fred Riddell had gone to great lengths to explain the prob

lems of a voluntary pool, Stewart had participated in all the war-related marketing
schemes and had served as chair of the 1919-20 Wheat Board. Riddell was the



general manager of the Saskatchewan Co-operative Elevator Company. In 1921,
Premier Martin, Dunning's predecessor, requested Stewart and Riddell prepare a
report answering several questions about the grain trade. The first question asked
if it was

possible for any kind of pool comprising less than the whole of the west
ern wheat crop to market the crop to the same advantage from the pro
ducers' point of view as a system of national marketing of the whole crop
by a Canadian Wheat Board.

Stewart and Riddell answered it was not." These two experienced grain traders, fur
thermore, concurred with farmers' opinions that the primary benefits of a pool
involved marketing grain over the entire season and the subsequent reduction in
price volatility and seasonal slumps." Thus, Stewart and Riddell's report suggested
that without 100 percent control of the crop, orderly marketing could not be prop
erly implemented.

The collapse of the Wheat Board proposals in 1922 led farmers sympathetic to
the orderly marketing ideal to pursue cooperative wheat pool ventures." These
pools functioned on a contract basis - rather than a strictly voluntary system 
and offered farmers an initial payment for grain delivered into the elevator system
and consigned to the pool. Pool elevator customers, since their grain was com
bined with other members, avoided the differential between street and track deliv
eries. The pool then marketed this grain through a central selling agency in an
orderly fashion. They obtained bank financing for the purchase of grain based
upon the margin between the initial price and the open market price, and thus did
not hedge grain on the futures market. At the end of the crop year, farmers
received final payment based upon the price obtained, less costs and carrying
charges, for the year's wheat sales. By 1925, the wheat pools had also entered the
elevator business, building elevators in all three prairie provinces; and in
Saskatchewan the pool purchased the Saskatchewan Co-operative Elevator
Company. At their peak, the three prairie wheat pools marketed 52 percent of the
prairie wheat crop.

The problems of a non-compulsory pool, however, were quickly apparent to the
wheat pool directors. Problems had emerged as line elevator companies refused to
ship farmers' grain to the pool terminals and kept the revenue from storage and
handling charges for themselves. Similarly, at locations where pool elevators did
not operate, small street sellers had difficulty pooling grain for shipment as car lots
and continued to be forced to deliver into the street market." In April 1925 another
problem emerged: the wheat pools nearly collapsed as prices on the open market
fell dramatically and approached the pools' initial price offering. Although
rumours circulated that the April price collapse had been a deliberate attempt to
break the wheat pools, the realization amongst pool officials that the large amount
of grain controlled by the pools influenced the market place was the more impor
tant lesson of the 1925 experience. On April 6, 1925, as the price collapse
approached catastrophic levels for the pools, the Central Selling Agency began to
purchase futures in Winnipeg to support the price of wheat on the Exchange. AJ.
McPhail noted in his diary:

We are simply forced to take these measures to fight the bears on the mar
ket. Apparently a few strong grain interests can bear down the market if



there is no bull resistance. All the bullish interests are afraid to buy for
they do not know when the pool may be forced to unload. The pool
appears to be the only organization that can go in and change the trend
in the market and to do it we must take steps which we would not under
ordinary circumstances take. But we must fight the devil with his own
weapons."

The pool, controlling approximately half the Canadian wheat crop and operating
outside of the open market system, could by its very presence influence a down
ward slide in Canadian wheat prices. Since traders did not know what price the
pool would deliver grain for, or how much it would place on the market, they
would tend to watch from the sidelines at times of price collapse. The experience
led to the demand for the 100 percent pool. As historian Allan Levine notes, "the
Pools could not eliminate speculation, nor could they raise the price of wheat 
as some of their more radical spokesmen claimed. It was clear these two objectives
would never be realized unless the Pools had total control of the Canadian wheat
crop.'?"

The cooperative pools, like many corporations and agencies, collapsed in the
Great Depression. The decline in prices during the 1929-30 crop year forced the
pool to sell wheat into international markets below the initial price offered to pool
farmers. Its efforts to stabilize the price of wheat by withholding it simply opened
room for open market grain sellers to enter the market. Without a complete
monopoly, the pools' efforts at orderly marketing in the Depression crisis simply
produced a large surplus of unsold grain. The pools, meanwhile, faced the impos
sible task of recouping from their patrons some of the initial advance made on
delivery. The impossibility of this task led the pools to demand that the government
guarantee the initial payment at a generous level in all future debates." The
Depression, therefore, introduced a new element to the marketing debates: the
desire for a government guarantee on the initial price. In 1930, the federal gov
ernment bailed out the pools; it guaranteed the pool loans, took control of the
pool wheat surplus, and a new era of wheat marketing began in Canada.

The Emergence of the Wheat Board

Price Support System

Grain Price Stabilization

Prime Minister R.B. Bennett placed J.I. McFarland, former president of the
Alberta Pacific Grain Company, in charge of the pools' wheat with the purpose of
liquidating the surplus and repaying the loans. McFarland, however, with the sup
port of the government, pursued a very different goal in wheat marketing. For the
next five years, he held the pool wheat off the international market and purchased
even greater amounts of wheat through the Wheat Pool Central Selling Agency in
order to support wheat prices." The government meanwhile sought to negotiate
wheat marketing deals with other wheat exporting countries in order to reduce
international wheat supplies, thereby following one of the basic parameters of
orderly marketing: matching supply to demand.

Voluntary Wheat Board

McFarland's wheat price stabilization policy, however, could not be maintained
indefinitely. By 1935, the surplus in the pool accounts had grown to unwieldy



proportions, and its presence alone may have sustained low prices." Charles Wilson
notes that in 1934-35 "speculators had returned to the market on the short side in
the expectations that prices could only decline in response to the size of the gov
ernment-held surplus.'?" Given these circumstances, McFarland informed the
Prime Minister, "I am sure you think I am against the Board, and it is true I have
been, but from here on I have no argument against it." He continued, "It might
however be a good time to turn the whole thing over to a Government monopoly.
I put this up for your consideration.l'" Bennett understood such legislation would
be popular with many farmers: in 1933, when the Conservatives had first floated
the idea of a national marketing board, the Saskatchewan Association of Rural
Municipalities had orchestrated a letter-writing campaign in support of such legis
lation." In 1935 Bennett placed legislation before Parliament creating a Wheat
Board with a monopoly on grain trading. A special committee reviewed the bill and
heard testimony of support from the prairie wheat pool representatives.

Liberal members of the committee, nevertheless, succeeded in having the bill
amended before it passed third reading. The draft Wheat Board legislation created
a Board which fulfilled virtually all of the parameters of the orderly marketing
vision of wheat pool supporters. In its original form it would have had responsibil
ity for all grains (rather than just wheat), taken control of the local elevator net
work, controlled interprovincial and international movement of grain, and
through its monopoly powers eliminated the futures market. The Canadian Wheat
Board Act, however, fell well short of this. The monopoly had disappeared, and
consequently the futures market continued to function. The Board's activities, fur
thermore, were restricted to trading in wheat. Rather than replacing the open mar
ket it offered a marketing option." In reality, the 1935 Wheat Board addressed only
one issue for prairie farmers: by providing an initial guaranteed price to farmers
who delivered wheat to the Board, it set a floor price on wheat." This floor price
effectively became a subsidy mechanism. Thus the 1935 Wheat Board, rather than
being a vehicle for orderly marketing, was a subsidy to prairie farmers.

The actions of Mackenzie King's newly elected Liberal government in 1935
clearly demonstrate that it perceived the Wheat Board as a temporary price sup
port measure. The Wheat Board was to make use of the existing marketing system,
and use its own agencies only if necessary. As noted in the official publication The
Canadian VVheat Board, the real purpose of the legislation "was to protect the pro
ducer against untimely developments in the international wheat situation.":" The
government made it clear that it desired the surplus wheat liquidated as quickly as
possible. Yet in the autumn of 1935, under the stewardship of McFarland, the
Wheat Board took delivery of two-thirds of the prairie wheat crop and the surplus
continued to be maintained." Upset that McFarland continued to purchase wheat
on behalf of the Board, the government dismissed him and appointedJ.R. Murray
as the new chair. Under Murray, the Wheat Board's initial delivery price was set
below world price levels at 87.5¢/bushel, and the Wheat Board was ordered to take
delivery of grain only when the open market price fell below 90¢ /bushel. In the
1935-36, 1936-37 and 1937-38 crop years, open market prices did not fall below
the floor price, and Murray sold the surplus stocks held by the government.51 Yet
the utility of the Wheat Board for other marketing reforms became apparent. From
his position as chair, Murray also made efforts to develop alternative markets for
Canadian wheat in Europe and reduce Canada's reliance on the British market."



In the meantime, the Liberal government selected W.F.A. Turgeon to chair anoth
er Royal Commission to investigate the marketing system for wheat.

Turgeon Commission, 1937-38

In his reportJustice Turgeon noted that "[a compulsory government Board]
was asked for by nearly all of the farmers' organizations, and by a great many of the
individual farmers, who appeared before me."53 The report of the Turgeon
Commission (1938), like the Royal Grain Inquiry (1925) and the Commission to
Enquire into Trading in Grain Futures (1931), nevertheless argued that the open
market system with competitive pricing and futures trading remained the best
method of marketing grain. Still, Turgeon had to address the concerns of those
farmers who demanded orderly marketing, and especially the position of the
prairie wheat pools. In May 1937, Turgeon quizzed pool leaders Paul Bredt and
Jack Wesson at great length; in his report he concluded "that the cooperative mar
keting of wheat is something essentially sound and that it contains possibilities for
the future." He also concluded later that "the producer who is antagonistic to spec
ulation may still do his share towards reducing it ... by joining one of the Pools I
have suggested."54 In his conclusions, Turgeon reflected the attitudes of the minis
ter of Agriculture, J.G. Gardiner. Gardiner informed Prime Minister King that he
concurred with Turgeon's report and advised that the government introduce leg
islation to implement Turgeon's recommendations.55

Turgeon's solution, however, did not coincide with the position of the pools
themselves. These organizations continued to stagger under the debts from the
1929-30 price collapse. They had no interest in returning to the market place and
were instead consolidating their position as grain handling enterprises. Following
his meetings with the executives of the three prairie pools, Gardiner informed
King "they would prefer a Wheat Board handling 100% of the wheat under
International Agreements with regard to quotas made between importing and
exporting countries." Only when it became clear the government would not con
sider a compulsory pool did Gardiner obtain limited support from a few "promi
nent" Board members who acknowledged that a compulsory pool had almost
"insurmountable" problems." The wheat pools, however, never re-entered the field
of orderly marketing as hoped by the Liberal government, even after the govern
ment guaranteed the initial pool payment in the 1939legislation.57Garry Fairbairn
writes that "for the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, however, the era of bold new ven
tures had been replaced by an era in which mere survival as an elevator company
would be tough enough.'?"

Although Turgeon's report recommended the eventual restoration of the com
petitive market, it recognized the important role the Wheat Board played as an
income support mechanism. As a result, his report concluded

that under what may be called normal conditions ... the Government
should remain out of the grain trade, and our wheat should be marketed
by means of the futures market (under proper supervision), and encour
agement given to the creation of cooperative wheat marketing associations,
or Pools ... But upon the facts before me today, I must say that such a return
is not immediately in sight... For all these reasons (and not withstanding
the adverse considerations to which I have referred in relation to govern
ment Boards) I do not feel that I can suggest the immediate dissolution of



the Canadian Wheat Board. There is a strong possibility that conditions
may develop which will require a measure of assistance in the marketing
of the coming crop... I can think of nothing better to suggest than that
the Board be maintained to meet any situation which may arise,"

The problems Turgeon noted in the world wheat market were the prediction of a
bumper crop in Canada and the United States, and a decline in world wheat
imports. The result would be a drastic decline in world prices. Turgeon, it was clear,
believed the Wheat Board could help subsidize prairie farmers temporarily. The
Liberal government conceded as much in 1938. The government set the floor
price at 80¢/bushel when all the evidence suggested this would be too high; it nev
ertheless defended the decision as improving the overall price of wheat in the
export market through orderly marketing. C.D. Howe noted: "our fixed price was
imposed to prevent demoralization of the market under heavy country deliveries
and is not intended as a bonus to the farmer or an export subsidy." Similarly, the
deputy minister of Trade and Commerce, H. Bartons, remarked the floor price not
only limited government relief payments but also ensured "more orderly market
ing of the crop than would otherwise be likely ... the policy of the Wheat Board is
that wheat will be sold at the market price as the market can absorb it."60 The gov
ernment's decision led all farmers to deliver their grain to the Board in 1938, and
the government lost over $60 million.

The loss shocked the Liberal government. By November 1938, Gardiner con
ceded that such a system could not be maintained. When grain prices were low, he
noted, the Wheat Board would receive all of the grain which necessitated a large
bureaucracy to market the crop. When the prices were high, however, farmers
would not deliver to the Wheat Board but it still maintained its marketing infra
structure." The federal government attempted to eliminate the Wheat Board; but
faced with a campaign from western politicians to maintain the voluntary pool, it
decided to reform the system instead." The Canada Wheat Board Act was conse
quently amended: its role as a temporary subsidy mechanism would continue, but
the government's liability would be limited. The Board continued to establish a
floor price, this time 70¢/bushel, but the Act limited the Board's purchases to
5,000 bushels/producer. Under these changes, if world prices fell below the floor
price, small farmers would continue to receive full benefit of the Wheat Board,
while the subsidy to large producers would be reduced. The Board's power to pur
chase grain was also limited to wheat." Still, the Wheat Board's role as a temporary
subsidy system led to a new surplus carry-over of 86.5 million bushels of wheat. It
was clear that a more orderly system of marketing would be required if the Board
was to continue to offer an alternative market system to farmers.

Single Desk Marketing

World War II

Historians Ian MacPherson and John Herd Thompson have argued that
Canadian farmers and politicians "were best prepared to fight the previous war,
and they were marching resolutely forward facing backward."?' Many predicted
that wheat prices would inflate rapidly and that the problem of over-supply would
disappear. Despite an early upward movement of prices in the 1939-40 crop year,
these predictions proved utterly false and a large carry-over developed." From 1939
to 1943 the United Kingdom was the only market for Canadian grain. The British



market imported approximately 230 million bushels/year, but in 1941 Canadian
wheat stocks available for export amounted to 700 million bushels." Over-supply,
consequently, continued to disrupt the Canadian grain trade. The government
now had a new rationale for maintaining the Wheat Board; it needed to establish
orderly marketing.

Deliveries to the Board early in the war were inconsistent and irregular. In
1939-40, the initial price offered by the Wheat Board was often below the world
price, but the Board received 342.4 million bushels (over 70 percent of the mar
keted crop). The dramatic fluctuation in prices on the competitive market eventu
ally led to the temporary closure of the futures market in May 1940. 67 The Board
made most of its sales to the Cereal Imports Committee of the United Kingdom,
but still carried a growing surplus of 182 million bushels into the 1940 crop year.
The next year prices hovered around, orjust below, the Board's initial price. Under
these conditions, the Board took delivery of 395.3 million bushels (90 percent of
the crop marketed), of which it managed to sell only 141.6 million bushels. Sales
of the 1939-40 crop continued, but the surplus had now reached well over 480 mil
lion bushels by July 31, 1941. With no market relief in sight, the government was
forced to interfere in the market in a manner which, although often demanded by
the farmers' organizations, had always been resisted by the federal Liberals.

In a meeting with the cabinet, onJanuary 27,1941, the Canadian Federation of
Agriculture (CFA) had informed the government that

For the coming crop year, we believe that the Dominion Government,
through the Wheat Board, should undertake to announce the total
amount of wheat of which it is prepared to accept delivery. We believe
that the amount of wheat which may be delivered by the grower in the
crop season 1941-42 should be based on the estimated amount which the
Wheat Board may be reasonably expected to market during the 1941-42
crop year, including both export and domestic sales. Having established
the maximum amount which may be delivered, we recommend that the
individual grower's delivery quota should be based on a policy which will
preserve to each farm unit an equitable share of such maximum amount
in proportion to the past production of the crop district to which it is
located."

The Canadian Federation of Agriculture thus recommended that supply be
matched to demand and that producers share equally in the risks of management;
in other words they recommended orderly marketing of Canadian wheat. The gov
ernment followed these parameters closely in defining its 1942 wheat marketing
policy: it limited the amount of wheat which could be marketed, although pro
ducers could still choose to deliver to either the Wheat Board or the competitive
market, and encouraged a reduction in wheat acreage by offering financial incen
tives for summerfallowing land or shifting to coarse grain production."

Although the CFA recommended that the government increase the initial
price, the government maintained its 70¢/bushel floor price. As a result, world
prices advanced beyond the Board price, and only 44 percent of wheat was deliv
ered to the Wheat Board, allowing the Board to reduce its surplus. The initial price
rose to 90¢/bushel in 1942-43, and the Board received 62 percent of the eligible
wheat marketed. The good harvest in 1942-43, however, demonstrated the weak
ness in Canada's grain delivery and marketing system. At the beginning of the 1942



crop year, the terminal and initial elevator system had available only 35 million
bushels of storage space. While the government had limited marketing ofwheat to
280 million bushels, the total wheat crop was 556 million bushels. After seed
requirements and on-farm feed, nearly 200 million bushels of wheat remained on
Canadian farms. It was clear that changes were necessary."

Compulsory Board, 1943

By 1943, the Wheat Board had put into place most of the rules for orderly mar
keting with the exception of ensuring to producers an average price on the year's
sales through compulsory pooling. For example, near-record harvests in the
1938-39, 1939-40, and 1940-41 crop years had generated a huge surplus of unsold
grain in Canada and placed tremendous strain on the delivery system. The Wheat
Board reacted to this problem by implementing delivery quotas and paying farm
ers to store grain on the farm at the rate charged by the local elevators." Through
this system, the Wheat Board provided for an equitable distribution of storage
space in the delivery system, and prevented the blockade of storage and rail deliv
eries which often accompanied the autumn harvest. The success of the system, as
well as some of its problems, was demonstrated by the large deliveries of the
1940-41 crop in July 1941. This delivery plugged the elevator networkjust prior to
the 1941-42 crop harvest, and as a result quotas were continued in that year
despite the significant reduction in the crop size. Still, the Board managed to get
the entire allotted quotas into the system before the end of November, thereby
ensuring farmers income for their fall crop.

The Board had not only established delivery quotas: it had also assumed author
ity for the allocation of grain cars in the west on October 15, 1942.72 Thus the Board

. could direct cars to areas where quotas remained unfilled, and to areas where stor
age facilities were especially taxed by farmers' deliveries. The Wheat Board could
also move grains to the terminal market for delivery as needed. If feed grains were
in high demand, as they were in 1942-43, the Board moved these grains preferen
tially over alternative products. Despite the measures of control and regulation,
shipments from the initial delivery system to the terminals could not keep pace,
and the country elevator system was completely plugged by the shipment of the
1942-43 crop. The Canadian government also faced significant new problems in
1943. World demand for wheat, led by increased imports of feed wheat by the
United States, increased in 1942-43 and thus prices began to rise. The United
Kingdom, Canada's traditional market, meanwhile faced increased financial pres
sure and appeared unable to finance additional purchases of war-related com
modities. Fearing inflation, and needing to coordinate price, delivery, and ship
ment of grain, the government finally answered the farmers' organizations' long
standing demand for a compulsory pool.

The Combined Food Board called for the delivery of the designated quantities
of Canadian wheat to the United States and the United Kingdom as quickly as
transportation allowed. Since the Wheat Board knew how much and what quality
of Canadian wheat needed to be delivered during each period, the Board could
completely coordinate delivery, shipment, and sale. In order to fulfill its interna
tional arrangements and to prevent domestic inflation which might be caused by
delivering large quantities internationally, Canada closed the futures market on
September 27, 1943 and authorized the Wheat Board to take control of all wheat



stocks at the closing price of that day." The decision reflected the government's
desire to "order" the Canadian grain trade and deliver grain to the market as the
demand dictated. On October 12,1943, the Canada Wheat Board became a com
pulsory pool. Its control over the wheat export market has never since been relin
quished.

Conclusion

Not all farmers supported the idea of orderly marketing, but many farmers,
including most farmers' organizations, had long demanded a compulsory pool in
Canada. They believed that a system of orderly marketing would bring more rea
sonable and stable returns to prairie farmers than the competitive open market sys
tem. That the Wheat Board became a compulsory pool because of the war and par
tially reflected the government's desire to control inflation in Canada mattered lit
tle to the pool supporters: the Wheat Board as it emerged in 1943 recognized their
long campaign to order the grain trade. As H.H. Hannam, president of the
Canadian Federation of Agriculture, noted, farmers would not go "back to the
planlessness [sic] of pre-war days"; instead, he continued, they wanted to improve
"the newer, proven policy of systematic coordinated production and orderly, organ
ized, nationally directed and supervised marketing.'?" The farmers who had
demanded a Wheat Board had concerns about the economic structure of the grain
trade. Years of experimentation and regulation had clearly demonstrated that their
concerns could only be addressed by a compulsory pool. Under the compulsory
pool, farmers were guaranteed a floor price for their grain and could make eco
nomic plans well in advance when the grain was stored on the farm. The grain
blockade and the price variations it created had been broken; the difference
between small street sellers and large track sellers had been eliminated; specula
tors, and the seasonal variation in prices and the different value for crops delivered
at different times, had been removed from the market. The government could
deliver grain to customers as demand dictated. All of these programs had been
requested by the farmers' organizations; the Wheat Board addressed these prob
lems and thus protected the small family farm. Many farmers, of course, opposed
the continuation of the Wheat Board: they believed they held a comparative advan
tage over their fellow farmers in the marketing of their grain, either by virtue of
location, size, or skill at hedging in the market, and the Wheat Board effectively
thwarted those advantages. Once the government had created a compulsory pool,
however, it would be difficult to disband it.
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Motivational and Attitudinal Correlates of Female and Male Farm
Operators' Off-Farm Employment in Agro-Manitoba

Kenneth C. Bessant and Erasmus D. Monu

ABSTRACT. Many early studies of off-farm employment were based on census data, which Yielded
descriptive information concerning the socio-demographic and farm-operation characteristics of mul
tiple job-holders. Despite current efforts to broaden research questions, little is known about the moti
vational factors that influence operators' decisions to seek off-farm employment. This article explores
differences in farm women's and men's motives for working off the farm, perceived barriers to employ
ment, and attitudes toward farming. In general, the results suggest that female respondents' off-farm
activities were motivated by factors such as general farm finances, household and familial necessities,
and children's post-secondary education, whereas key employment barriers included a perceived lack
of skills, poor job opportunities, and time restrictions. By comparison, male operators' off-farm activi
ties were linked to a number of familial- and production-oriented (economic) motivators, in combina
tion with perceived restrictions stemming from limited time, employment chances, and farm labour.
Additional research is needed on the underlying motivational, perceptual, and attitudinal bases of mul
tiple job-holding activities among farm women and men.

SOMMAIRE. Au debut, de nombreuses etudes sur I'emploi hors-ferme etaient basees sur les donnees
du recensement, qui decrivaient les caracteristiques socio-demographiques des detenteurs d'emplois
multiples ainsi que leurs modes d' operation agricole. En depit des efforts actuels pour elargir la
recherche, on sait peu de choses sur ce qui motive la decision des agriculteurs de chercher un emploi
hors-ferme. Le present article etudie ce qui pousse hommes et femmes atravailler hors-ferme, ainsi que
les obstacles a I'emploi et les attitudes envers I'agriculture. En general, les resultats suggerent que les
femmes sont motivees par des facteurs comme l'etat financier de la ferme, les besoins de la maisonnee
et l' education postsecondaire des enfants, tandis que les principaux obstacles al' emploi comprennent
la perception d'un manque de competence, de maigres occasions d' emploi et des restrictions d'horaire.
En comparaison, les activites hors-ferme des hommes sont liees a des motivations orientees vers la
famille et la production economique, combinees ala perception de restrictions provenant de l'horaire,
des occasions d'emploi et du travail de ferme. II serait necessaire de poursuivre la recherche sur les
motivations, perceptions et attitudes qui sous-tendent les activites hors-ferme de la population agricole.

Research inquiry into the multiple job-holding activities of farm operators can
be traced to the 1930s and 1940s both in the United States and Canada. Since then,
there has been a proliferation of descriptive studies on the nature and extent of
"part-time" farming, many of which are based on census data. In addition to iden
tifying historical trends, past researchers have explored variations in off-farm
employment in relation to a cross-section of farm-operator and farm-operation
variables. Despite the widespread presence of off-farm activities across various



types, sizes, and modes of production, stereotypes persist concerning the motives
underlying multiple job-holding. It is often assumed that part-time farmers operate
small, inefficient farms' and, as a result, they are viewed as transitional either into
or out of agriculture. Although economic factors undoubtedly affect operators'
decisions to pursue off-farm employment, little is known about the involvement of
motivational or intentional variables.

With rather few exceptions, the analysis of motives influencing off-farm work
has been more the product of speculation than of empirical investigation.
Donohue" and Fuguitt" are among the earliest United States researchers to incor
porate motivational variables into their discussions of part-time farming typologies.
Donohue differentiates three types of part-time farmers on the basis of "long-term
interest in off-farm work" and its "economic relationship" to the agricultural opera
tion.' According to Donohue's classification: a) "expanding farmers" work off the
farm in order to facilitate the transition into full-time farming; b) "farming-working
farmers" combine both kinds of activities to support a preferred "way of life" or
livelihood; and c) "hobby farmers" rely largely on off-farm income." Fuguitt like
wise notes the role of farm and nonfarm occupational commitments in the careers
of part-time farmers. He suggests that farmers who pursue employment opportu
nities off the farm are likely to differ in many respects (e.g., goals and back
grounds) from those who begin farming while retaining a nonfarm job." In the
mid-1970s, two Canadian researchers drew attention to the potential impact of
"subjective" variables on operators' decisions to seek off-farm employment. Mage
recommends the consideration of "motives, aspirations and needs" in identifying
part-time farming situations," a view shared by Fuller who states that "sub-group
types of part-time farming are defined by motive;"

Despite Mage's remarks concerning the importance of studying motivational
variables, little research on multiple job-holding has examined operators' attitudes,
interests, goals, or intentions. As a result, there is a dearth of literature on part-time
farming motives and even less that addresses motivational differences between
female and male members of farm family households. Barlett's longitudinal inves
tigation of the motives for combining farm and off-farm employment is a notable
exception. She has carried out social anthropological research (Georgia, U.S.A.)
aimed at testing "assumptions about the intentions and motivations ofmultiplejob
holders." In conjunction with studying operators' part-time farming motives,
Barlett discusses three "general paths" to multiple job-holding. First, the so-called
transitional group comprises downwardly mobile producers who work off the farm
in order to support the agricultural enterprise. Standard part-time farmers include
those who have been employed full-time since completing their education and who
have subsequently added a farm. Barlett uses the term investors to describe individ
uals who typically have inherited land but continue to work full-time off the farm
by sharing activities with hired labour. 10

Barlett acknowledges the importance of earning additional income in opting for
a part-time farming situation; however, she also discusses the role of lifestyle con
siderations in making this decision. As such, the motivational bases of multiple job
holding status may involve a number of factors such as economic needs, lifestyle
choices, attachment to agriculture, and commitment to off-farm work (or careers).
Barlett suggests that the combination of income and lifestyle benefits afforded by
part-time farming "provides a way for rural families to meet a complex range of



needs and goals."" Indeed, Barlett describes multiple job-holding as an "adaptive
strategy" for reducing risk and increasing income and consumption levels. 12

Barlett's multifunctional analysis of part-time farming motives is consistent with
Bollman and Smith's caution against viewing off-farm activities narrowly as an
attempt to acquire additional capital in order to expand the farm enterprise or to
shore up the family income. Bollman and Smith contend that off-farm participa
tion patterns are complex and require the "consideration of numerous other fac
tors, including the place of the family in the farm structure.?" The present article
builds on the work of Mage, Fuller, and Barlett by examining the motives, per
ceived barriers to employment, and attitudes toward farming that underlie female
and male operators' decisions to work off the farm.

Method

Data and Procedures

The following analysis is based on data collected in a larger investigation of off
farm employment in agro-Manitcba." Ten communities distributed within five
regions of southern Manitoba were identified as data-collection sites. These rural
centres were selected on the basis of geographical dispersion and proximity to
diverse forms of agricultural production. A quota of approximately 50 farm house
holds was set within a 40-kilometre radius of each community. All information was
collected by means of a semi-structured interview process. Wherever possible, inter
views were conducted with both female and male "heads" of each household, that
is, those individuals principally involved in carrying out the primary functions of
the family farm unit.

Participants were first asked to self-identify as either "main operators" or
"spouses," after which the interviewers posed a series of pre-set questions. Slightly
different schedules were used to guide separate interviews with these two cate
gories of farm operators. The instruments were designed so as to eliminate redun
dant questions (e.g., farm-operation or production characteristics); however, both
included a core set of items (e.g., part-time farming motives). A total of 407 male
and 382 female operators were interviewed between May and September 1992.

Instruments and Data Analysis

The interview schedules used in this study comprised a series of open-ended
and pre-coded questions. The results reported below focus on male and female
operators' responses to three sets of items. All those interviewed were asked to con
sider and then rate":

1. the importance of 18 factors in making their decisions to work off the farm
- 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important).

2. the importance of 11 potential barriers to their off-farm employment - 1
(very unimportant) to 5 (very important).

3. the extent of their (dis) agreement with 11 statements concerning the posi
tive and negative aspects of farming - 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree).

Additional information about the nature of respondents' off-farm employment
activities is provided in the discussion of study findings (e.g., Tables 1 and 5).

The analysis of the data pertaining to the above variables proceeded in two basic
phases. The mean scores for each of the three sets of items were first examined in



terms of their relative magnitudes both within and across the female and male sub
samples. J:test analysis was used to identify any significant differences in the item
by-item comparisons of means between farm men and women. Second, all of the
attitudinal or perceptual factors were correlated with two employment-related vari
ables: a) number of months employed off the farm in the year preceding the inter
view; and b) part-time versus full-time work status (Le., less than 35 hours versus 35
or more hours per week).

Results

Off-Farm Employment: Sample Characteristics

Only those individuals who indicated that they were actively working off the
farm at the time of the study are included in the following analysis, that is, 141 male
and 201 female respondents. It is noteworthy that in 91 of the households surveyed
both spouses were involved in some form of off-farm employment. Detailed work
histories were collected during the interviews and later regrouped for presentation
purposes. Table 1 provides frequency distributions for general categories of
employment, total months employed in the previous year, and part-time versus full
time status.

Male operators identified over 70 different types of off-farm work, as compared
to approximately 20 occupations noted by farm women. Based on the present
employment classification, female operators were more apt to be involved in health
services, educational, and clerical or sales positions, whereas male respondents

Table 1. Type, Duration, and Status of Off-Farm Employment
among Female and Male Respondents

Employment Variables
Type
Professional/Semi-Professional
Managerial/White-Collar
Health Care
Sales
Secretarial
Technical/Trades
Unskilled/Labour
Trucking
Self-employed
Total
Duration
1 to 3 months
4 to 6 months
7 to 9 months
10 to 12 months
Total

N

37
28
41
35
24
16
20

201

7
15
7

158
187

Female

%

18.4
13.9
20.4
17.4
11.9

8.0
10.0

100.0

3.7
8.0
3.7

84.5
100.0

N

8
24

24

23
31
24

6
140

12
28
6

84
130

Male

%

5.7
17.1

17.1

16.4
22.1
17.1

4.3
100.0

9.2
21.5

4.6
64.6
100

Status
Part-time « 35 hrs/week) 115 58.7 54 41.2
Full-time (f 35 hrs/week) 81 41.3 77 58.8
Total 196 100.0 131 100.0
Note: the Nsizes for the female and male subsamples are 201 and 141 cases, respectively.
Totals reported in this table vary due to missing values.



were heavily concentrated in unskilled blue-collar, labour, trucking, and technical
trades. Further, notable proportions of both the female (84.5 percent) and the
male subsamples (64.6 percent) had been working off the farm for 10 to 12 months
prior to the study, with slightly higher levels of "full-time" activity among male (58.8
percent) as compared to female operators (41.3 percent). Cross-tabulation analy
sis of the duration of employment by part- or full-time status revealed that, of those
male and female respondents employed for 10 or more months of the year, 62.5
percent and 44.6 percent respectively were working 35 or more hours per week off
the farm.

A Comparison ofFemale versus Male Operators' Part-Time Farming Motives,
Perceived Barriers, and Attitudes Toward Farming

Researchers have commonly analyzed the labour force participation of farm
men and women in terms of socio-economic, familial, and residential variables."
Few studies have explored the involvement of motives, attitudes, and perceptions
in operators' decisions to work off the farm. However, Fuller states that "there is no
reason to believe that multiple job-holding cannot serve economic, social, and psy
chological purposes for different household members at the same time, as well as
over time.?" In an effort to promote greater research interest in subjective or dis
positional factors, the remainder of this article discusses female and male opera
tors' reasons for working off the farm, perceived barriers to employment, and gen
eral attitudes toward farming.

Motivational Factors

Table 2 presents gender-based comparisons of respondents' views about the
impact of 18 motivational factors on their decisions to pursue off-farm employ
ment. It is commonly assumed that male operators work off the farm principally to
subsidize the production process, whereas their spouses do so to offset household
and familial expenditures. An examination of the mean "importance" ratings shown
in Table 2 revealed that men's and women's off-farm activities were motivated, to
varying degrees, by a range of financial, personal, and lifestyle issues. Female oper
ators exhibited concern for general fiscal matters, including production- and house
hold-related needs, and they also acknowledged the importance of occupational
and lifestyle benefits. By comparison, men appeared to place somewhat greater
emphasis on financial considerations within the farm operation, but not to the
exclusion of self-actualizing variables such as enjoying off-farm activities or fulfill
ing personal goals.

Further, respondents were asked to separately rate the financial importance of
their off-farm activities to the agricultural enterprise and to the family's overall
lifestyle using a scale of 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important). The mean
scores among male versus female respondents for the farm- and lifestyle-related
questions are 4.29 versus 3.53 and 4.24 versus 3.95 respectively. J":test comparisons
of the responses to these two items revealed that, in both instances, farm men
exhibited significantly higher means than their female counterparts: t (327) = 5.89,
P=.000 and t (330) =2.36, P=.019. Operators also provided information about the
estimated allocation of off-farm resources to production and household expendi
tures. Of the farm women, 52.7 percent indicated that they spent one-half or more
of their off-farm incomes on household items, as compared to 25.8 percent ofmale



Table 2. T-Test Comparisons of Female and Male Operators' Ratings
of Motivational Items

Item

Farm Family Financial Needs

Additional income for farm operation
Help reduce financial risks
Help reduce farm debt
Help provide household and family necessities

Farm Operation Restrictions

Not enough capital to expand
Not enough good land available
To develop skills so that I can leave farming
Cost of farm labour
Availability of good farm labour

Female
(M)

3.16
3.59
2.90
4.16

2.62
2.01
1.93
1.87
1.88

Male
(M)

3.99
4.12
3.52
4.05

3.33
2.16
2.05
1.96
1.91

t-value

-5.21***
-3.56***
-3.64***
0.80

-4.47***
-1.05
-0.80
-0.65
-0.20

Occupational and Lifestyle Considerations

Make use of training/skills 3.32 2.80 3.26**
Like the kind ofwork done off the farm 3.72 3.32 2.82**
Help pay for children's post-secondary education 3.44 3.09 2.15*
Wanted to improve my lifestyle 3.56 3.30 1.73
Wanted some variety in my work 2.80 2.58 1.35
To fulfill personal goals 3.36 3.15 1.31

Make better use of extra time 2.55 2.38 1.08
Job benefits: pension/insurance 3.16 2.98 1.05
Spouse/family did not like farming 1.60 1.60 0.01
Note: the motivational items are presented in three thematic groups and in descending
order of the magnitude of the difference between the respective means for female and
male operators. Respondents rated each item on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very
unimportant) to 5 (very important).
* <.05. ** <.01. *** <.001

operators. With regard to subsidizing production costs, this pattern was reversed,
that is, 40.3 percent of men and 10.8 percent ofwomen stated that at least one-half
of their off-farm incomes was used to support the agricultural operation.

Table 2 displays itemized mean scores for the female and male subsamples,
along with corresponding t-values and significance levels. Of the seven sets of
means that differ significantly (p< .05) between these two groups of respondents,
four pertain to farm finances or operation-based variables: providing additional
income for the farm operation, not having enough capital to expand, as well as
helping to reduce both farm debt and financial risks. For each of these items, the
average importance rating among male operators is significantly larger than that of
the female respondents. However, farm women exhibited significantly higher
means than their male counterparts with regard to making use of training or skills,
liking the kind of work done off the farm, and helping to pay for children's post
secondary education.

Fuller contends that the decision to work off the farm is based on two funda
mental factors: "necessity" and "choice.'?" Barlett similarly discusses the extent to
which off-farm activities are motivated by concerns over "Saving the Farm or Saving
the Lifestyle.'?" The results shown in Table 2 suggest the importance of investigating



gender-based differences in motivation. There has been a tendency to stereotype
and, as a consequence, oversimplify the reasons why various members of the farm
household choose to work off the farm. The z-test comparisons presented in Table
2 indicate that, overall, male operators attached somewhat greater importance to
farm financial matters, whereas women were more apt to acknowledge the role of
personal and work-related considerations. Notwithstanding these observations, it is
apparent that both types of motivators jointly impact the labour force participation
of farm women and men. For example, male and female operators attributed sim
ilar levels of importance to working off the farm in order to provide household and
familial necessities. The results of this study illustrate the need for further research
on the involvement of a wide range of motivational factors in individual- and
household-based decisions to pursue off-farm employment.

Perceived Barriers to Off-farm Employment

In addition to considering a series of part-time farming motives, respondents
rated the importance of 11 potential barriers to their off-farm activities (see Table
3). Among farm women, the four items with the highest mean scores deal with
employment opportunities, time limitations, and access to and finances for train
ing. Male operators shared similar concerns over time constraints, job prospects,
and the (un)availability and cost of farm labour. Of the 11 sets of gender-based
means itemized in Table 3, only five exhibit statistically significant differences (p <
.05). The t-test results indicate that farm men (as compared to women) perceived
greater restrictions on their off-farm activities as a function of time, lending poli
cies, and labour replacement problems. To summarize, farm men seemed more
focused on restrictive conditions within the agricultural enterprise or household
division of labour, whereas women were more sensitive to factors operating outside
of the immediate farm family context.

Table 3. T-Test Comparisons of Female and Male Operators' Ratings
of Potential Barriers to Off-Farm Employment

Item Female Male t-value
(M) (M)

Time restrictions 2.73 3.47 -4.11***
Provincial lending policies 1.79 2.22 -2.90**
Federal lending policies 1.82 2.20 -2.50*
Availability of farm labour 1.94 2.26 -2.12*
Cost of farm labour 1.95 2.25 -1.98*
Access to training 2.43 2.13 1.87
Cost of daycare services 1.83 1.63 1.37
Finances to pay for training 2.37 2.15 1.32
Availability of employment opportunities 3.14 2.93 1.24
Availability of daycare 1.81 1.64 1.20
Lack of job skills 2.03 1.95 0.51
Note: items are arranged in descending order of the magnitude of the difference between the
mean scores for female and male operators. Respondents rated each item on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important).
* P< .05. **P< .01. ***P< .001.



Attitudes Toward Farming

Although attitude-based research is common in many areas of social scientific
inquiry, such variables are seldom included in the investigation of off-farm employ
ment. Barlett has explored the involvement of attitudes toward farming in opera
tors' decisions to combine farm and nonfarm activities. She probes part-time farm
ers' views concerning the financial risks and hardships of farming, as well as their
attitudes toward the "nonpecuniary benefits" of farm life."

Table 4. ~Test Comparisons of Female and Male Operators' Attitudes Toward Farming

Item Female Male t-value
(M) (M)

I like being my own boss 3.95 4.47 -5.83***
Fanning provides variety in my daily activities 3.90 4.23 -3.66***
Too much depends on the weather 4.01 3.75 2.39*
I enjoy the farm lifestyle 4.25 4.43 -2.13*
The financial return on my effort is poor 3.89 4.03 -1.15
I want to continue the family tradition 3.54 3.68 -1.06
Farm life is good for my children 4.48 4.41 0.82
I do not like the general uncertainty of fanning 3.96 3.87 0.82
The hours are long and hard 4.19 4.12 0.63
The financial risks of fanning are very high 4.36 4.42 -0.56
I like being close to nature 4.08 4.09 -0.07
Note: items are arranged in descending order of the magnitude of the difference between the
mean scores for female and male operators. Respondents rated each item on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
* P< .05. **P< .01. *** P< .001.

The respondents interviewed in this study were asked to indicate their level of
agreement or disagreement with 11 aspects of farming or its associated lifestyle.
Table 4 presents mean scores for five negatively and six positively worded items,
four of which differ significantly (p < .05) between farm women and men. For
example, male operators exhibited more positive attitudes toward the variety and
independent nature of farm work, as well as the farm lifestyle in general.
Notwithstanding the divergence of men's and women's attitudes reflected in the
means and t-values, there are some common threads. Female and male respon
dents alike expressed an affinity for the farm lifestyle and its perceived benefits for
their children, while acknowledging the less-desirable aspects of financial uncer
tainty and hard work.

Correlations ofOperators' Motives, Perceived Barriers,
and Attitudes Toward Farming with Months ofWork and Employment Status

The foregoing analysis revealed notable differences and similarities in the ways
that female and male respondents viewed their off-farm activities and farm lifestyles.
These findings suggest that differential motives, attitudes, and perceptions may
influence farm men's and women's decisions to integrate farm and nonfarm work
structures. As a further examination of the relevance of "subjective" factors, the
items specified in Tables 2 through 4 were correlated with two employment-related
variables: a) number of months worked in the year preceding the interview



Table 5. Correlations of Female and Male Operators' Motives, Perceived Barriers, and
Attitudes Toward Farming with Months of Employment (Duration) and Part-Time versus
Full-Time Employment (Status)

Female Male
Item Duration Status Duration Status
Motivational Factors
Additional income for farm operation -.04 .14 -.17 -.06
Help reduce financial risks .03 .17* -.07 .03
Help provide household/family necessities -.02 .22** -.07 .04
Help reduce farm debt -.07 .07 -.13 .07
Not enough capital to expand .03 .06 -.02 .02
Job benefits: pension/insurance .14 .19** .16 .24**
Not enough good land available -.06 -.02 .09 .10
Help pay for children's post-secondary education .08 .16* .16 .01
Wanted to improve my lifestyle .06 .13 .00 -.03
Make better use of extra time -.06 -.08 .07 -.01
Wanted some variety in my work -.05 -.02 .12 .05
Like the kind ofwork done off the farm -.03 .02 .05 -.02
To develop skills to leave farming -.20** .02 .07 -.03
Make use of training/skills -.02 .11 .19* -.03
To fulfill personal goals .03 .10 .14 -.02
Spouse/family did not like farming -.06 .01 .11 -.01
Availability of good farm labour -.08 .04 .06 .11
Cost of farm labour -.04 .14 -.03 -.01
PerceivedBarriers
Cost of daycare services .00 -.06 .03 -.10
Availability of daycare .07 -.10 -.02 -.12
Access to training -.09 -.10 .02 -.07
Finances to pay for training -.03 -.12 -.16 -.14
Lack of job skills -.16* -.09 -.12 -.17
Provincial lending policies .09 -.00 -.05 -.16
Federal lending policies .10 .03 -.14 -.10
Availability ofjob opportunities -.09 -.09 -.19* -.17
Cost of farm labour .01 .01 -.19* -.23*
Availability of farm labour -.00 -.00 -.09 -.22*
Time restrictions -.04 -.16* -.18 -.18*
Attitudes Toward Farming
I like being close to nature .09 .04 .02 .01 ----~---- - - -----

I like being my own boss -.04 -.04 .10 -.09
I want to continue the family tradition .11 -.07 -.04 -.03
Farm life is good for my children -.15* .00 .05 .12
I enjoy the farm lifestyle .04 -.03 .08 -.01
Farming provides variety in daily activities .04 -.00 -.13 -.09
The financial return on my effort is poor -.06 -.04 -.04 .14
The financial risks are very high -.08 -.04 .04 .06
The hours are long and hard -.15* .03 -.15 -.08
I do not like the general uncertainty -.07 .01 -.15 .01
Too much depends on the weather .00 .06 -.03 -.06
Note: Duration = actual number of months of employment in the year preceding the study and Status =

1) less than 35 hours versus 2) 35 or more hours of work per week.
* P< .05. ** P< .01. *** P< .001.



(Duration); and b) part-time versus full-time employment (Status). Table 5 sum
marizes the results of separate correlational analyses for the female and male sub
samples.

It should be noted at the outset that the majority of the correlations displayed
in Table 5 are less than 1.201 and, as a result, only a small fraction are of sufficient
magnitude to be considered statistically significant (p < .05). Of the three cate
gories of items listed in Table 5, the "Attitudes Toward Farming" are most weakly
related to the two employment variables. Notwithstanding this caveat, the results
point to some interesting patterns. In the female subsample, Duration is signifi
cantly (and negatively) correlated with four items: "to develop skills to leave farm
ing" (r= -.20); "lack ofjob skills" (r= -.16); "farm life is good for my children" (r =

-.15); and "the hours are long and hard" (r= -.15). By comparison, months of off
farm employment (Duration) among farm men is significantly and negatively cor
related (r = -.19) with both the perceived availability ofjob opportunities and the
cost of farm labour, and similarly but positively related to the use of training or
skills (r= .19). An inspection of the non-significant correlations indicates that male
operators' work experiences are weakly associated with their desire to obtain job
benefits, to help pay for children's education, and to fulfill personal goals.
Additional barriers to employment include limitations on both time and finances
to pay for training, although the corresponding correlations are again statistically
non-significant.

Among the female respondents, employment Status is significantly correlated
with five attitudinal or perceptual variables. Full-time work is negatively related to
time restrictions (r = -.16) and positively associated with providing for household
or family necessities (r = .22), securing job-related benefits (r = .19), reducing
financial risks (r = .17), and paying for children's education (r = .16). In the male
subsample, the Status variable is positively and significantly related to job benefits
(r = .24) but negatively associated with a number of perceived employment barri
ers, for example, the cost (r= -.23) and availability (r= -.22) of farm labour, and
time restrictions (r= -.18).

The results of correlational analysis, although generally weak and non-significant,
reinforce the potential involvement of motives, perceptions, and attitudes in oper
ators' decisions to work off the farm. As was indicated in the earlier discussion of
gender-based comparisons of mean scores, women's off-farm activities (e.g., dura
tion and status) appear to have been motivated by factors such as general farm
finances, household and familial necessities, and children's post-secondary educa
tion, while key barriers included a perceived lack of skills, poor job opportunities,
and time restrictions. Male operators' off-farm employment seemed to be linked to
a number of familial- and production-oriented (economic) motivators, in combi
nation with perceived restrictions stemming from limited time, employment
chances, and farm labour.

Discussion

It is important to reiterate that the investigation of part-time farming motives is
still in its infancy. Far less is known about farm women's and men's attitudes and
perceptions than is assumed. To many, increasing off-farm participation rates are
symptomatic of financial problems in Canadian agriculture and, by implication,
members of these farm households are seen as working solely to support failing



farm economies. Economic factors undoubtedly impact farm operators' decisions
to pursue outside employment, but additional research is needed to clarify the ways
in which off-farm income is allocated within the farm household and how it is used
to realize personal, familial, and farm goals. It has been suggested that the combi
nation of farm and nonfarm resources permits farm men and women to achieve
their desired (albeit rising) standard of living." In this regard, pluri-active farm
families are not unlike dual-income urban families in the pursuit of higher socio
economic status and increased levels of consumption. Having said this, it is impor
tant to acknowledge that, in addition to economic incentives, the members of
diversified farm households experience a variety of personal, social, career, and
lifestyle benefits. It is precisely these latter types of motivational factors that have
escaped the attention of most researchers.
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Introduction

Historians of the Canadian Prairies have often borrowed their basic models of
interpretation from their American neighbours. True, most often those models
have had European roots, ranging from Thompsonesque Marxist constructs to
French Annalist understandings. But Americans have left their imprint as well,
especially as the history of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Canadian
Prairies was the story of a polyethnic farm community establishing itself on a
"wilderness" created by capitalism and an intrusive state. The most obvious of these
American schools, of course, was the Turnerian frontier school that manifested
itself from time to time, for instance in the works of G.F.G. Stanley in the 1940s and
Paul Voisey in the 1980s. The Parkean school of assimilation informed the work of
C.A. Dawson, and the Boasian school of cultural relativism the thinking of Robert
England.

Thus when Jon Gjerde's Minds of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural
Middle West was published in 1997, promising to re-examine cultural identity for
mation on the American frontier, Canadians were well advised to take note. Qjerde
forwent both the older Turnerian school of frontier assimilation and the fashion
able concepts of cultural persistence or transplantation; his reformulation brought
persistence and assimilation into a dialectical relationship. This resulted in identi
ties that were multidirectional, filled with ironies and conflict, multilayered and
often contradictory. "Assimilation" and "persistence" thus were presented with new
meanings: ethnic European farmers did not emulate their Yankee hosts, but



engaged them in a conflictual relationship that informed immigrant cosmologies
and world views, exhibited itself in social relationships and political discourse, and
eventually shaped the course of their integration into American society.

At the May 2000 annual meeting of the Canadian Historical Association held in
Edmonton, several historians, familiar with both American and Canadian histori-

. ography, participated in a round-table session on qjerde's book. The question that
each sought to answer was whether the book had any relevance for Canadian and
interregional prairie historiography. The session, chaired by the prairie historian
Gerald Friesen, included scholars of different rank, experience, perspective,
expertise and nationality. What follows are the viewpoints of these scholars, with a
response from Professor qjerde. Hopefully this text will illuminate not only the
content and methodology of Gjerde's book, but crystallize the evolving nature of
prairie historiography.

John Herd Thompson, Duke University
Minds of the West has received reviews that most of us would kill for in the jour

nals that are the most important in our field, and quotes on the back cover are
highly laudatory. This is a "big" book - 325 pages of text, 84 pages of very thick
end notes, and an excellent index. Minds of the West is both a work of synthesis
based on the work of others and a monograph based on Cjerde's own prodigious
research. Minds of the West overflows with evidence and with exciting ideas, but
Gjerde's central thesis is clearly expressed in his title, and can be briefly summa
rized. He argues that, during the nine decades from the onset of large-scale migra
tion from continental Europe until America's entry into World War I, two con
trasting "minds" evolved in the U.S. region that he calls the Upper Middle West
the states of Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Nebraska, and North and South
Dakota.

Gjerde uses an 1849 sermon by a New York Presbyterian minister named
Albert Barnes to set up his "two contradictory views" (p. 7): the "Puritan" mind,
the ideology/ mentalite of native-born Protestant Americans of British Isles back
ground; and the "foreign" mind, that of the Catholic and Lutheran newcomers
from continental Europe - in Barnes's words, "a mind bred up under monarchi
cal forms of government, little acquainted with our republican institutions,
restrained at home less by an intelligent public sentiment than by the bayonet,
tenacious of the forms of religion in which it was trained..." (p. 1).

When I read the first chapter that sets up the argument, my initial reaction was:
"So what is qjerde telling me thatJohn Higham or Louis Hartz didn't tell me back
in the 1960s when I was a sophomore studying American history at United College
in Winnipeg?" By page 7, my post-modernist false binary detector had also been
activated. Until page 10, I thought that I might be reading a very traditional histo
ry of ideas, replete with lengthy direct citations, based upon Richard Hofstadter's
rule of evidence - that three quotations equals proof.

These first impressions were very, very wrong. As I read on, I realized that Minds
ofthe West was everything that the fulsome reviews in the American Historical Review,
the Journal of American History, Reviews in American History, and the Journal of
Interdisciplinary History promised it to be. Gjerde combines intellectual history with
modern social history, rural history with political history, family history with reli
gious history. He links the "minds" of the Yankee and the European immigrant



farm families who are his subjects to their daily lives, to their communities, and to
their politics. Minds of the West is indeed "a groundbreaking ... contribution to
American history" (American Historical Review) and "of broad significance for
American historical scholarship" (Reviews in American History).

Lest anyone think that I've abandoned my critical faculties in my old age, the
book isn't perfect, and I'd be pleased to note what I consider to be its weaknesses.
Foremost of these is that Minds of the West isn't really about North or South Dakota
or Nebraska, but actually about only three of the seven states it claims to discuss:
Wisconsin and Iowa are the principal subjects, and there's a dash of Minnesota
added, permitting a predictable reference to Garrison Keilor's Norwegian bache
lor farmers of Prairie Home Companion celebrity. Perhaps because of this, the
book says virtually nothing about agrarian insurgencies like Populism or the
Nonpartisan League. But none of us is perfect.

Our objective here in this session, as I understand it, is to consider the implica
tions of Minds ofthe Westfor historians of Canada, specifically of the Canadian West.
At the risk of sounding like every lame book review in every Sunday newspaper, I'll
boldly state that every historian of Canada should read this book. Note that I did
not say "every historian ofWestern Canada," or "every ethnic historian of Canada";
I said every historian of Canada. And that's not because Minds of the West says any
thing at all directly about Canada. In fact, like most histories of the United States,
it says very little about Canada - even in places where references to Canada or to
Canadian migrants to the United States seem obvious and necessary.

So why should Canadian historians read Minds of the West?
First, because historians of Canada need to reconsider rurality. Gjerde's Part

Three, especially the chapter "Farming is a Hard Life," about the agricultural work
place, is the best short discussion of how a family farm functioned that I've read;
and I commend it as reserve reading for survey courses that pay lip service to North
America's rural past.

Second, because the arguments of Minds of the Westhave profound implications
for Canada. We who study Canada need to consider more explicitly how the
"minds" - the "identities" - of the native-born and of the newly arrived were con
structed in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Canada, and how they
evolved in the context of the Canadian West. I'm not suggesting that we could sim
ply apply Gjerde's categories: there are obvious temporal, spatial and cultural dif
ferences. The European settlement of the Canadian West took place later in time,
sometimes involved different migrant groups, and occurred in a different political/
constitutional environment, although we could directly apply Gjerde's categories
to help understand the tens of thousands of migrants who came to the "Last Best
West" from the states considered in Qierde's study.

Third, because there are many parallels between ethnic group interactions in
the American West and the Canadian West. None of us probably subscribes to the
"mosaic" vs "melting pot" metaphors for Canada and the United States, do we? Or
do we? Gjerde's book shows that however much the contemporary ideologies of
Canada and the United States may diverge, the "actual" lived historical experiences
were astonishingly similar. The notion that group or bloc settlement characterized
the Canadian West, while atomized individual settlement characterized the
American West doesn't stand up - these processes were similar in both countries.
And the notion that ethnic identity was more persistent in Canada doesn't stand



up either: qjerde paints the same picture - "ethnic segmentation remained a
remarkable fact of the rural Midwest into the twentieth century" (p. 317) - as does
Gerald Friesen in his discussion of rural ethnic identities in the Canadian West in
1941. The political issues that divided ''Yankee'' and "European" in the American
West were also exactly (and here I mean exactly) the same political issues that divid
ed British Canadian and European immigrants in the Canadian West. We forget,
for example, about u.s. "schools questions": President Grant's proposed English
only constitutional amendment, the Bennett Law in Wisconsin, was similar to the
school legislation in Manitoba.

Fourth, because it's the kind of book that all historians should be writing.
qjerde has actually accomplished what (almost?) none of us of the social history
generation has managed to do: produce a work of synthesis which connects what
some of us used to call "base and superstructure," which connects the convictions
of ordinary people to their political behaviour, and which connects ethnic and
regional history to the elusive "national" history. I can think of no better riposte to
Jack Granatstein's jeremiads about the poverty of social history than a book like
Minds of the West written about Canada and the Canadian West.

Sheila McManus, York University

European-born newcomers to the American Mid-West in the nineteenth century
possessed a kind of double vision: they were both "European" and "American," and
that shaped what they saw around them and what they wanted to see. Jon Gjerde's
Minds of the West provides a fascinating analysis of this double vision, and the
process by which nineteenth century "immigrants" became "ethnics." This book is
about adaptation and assimilation: when and how do newcomers adapt, when and
how do they want to be both European and American, and how do they make their
choices?

The strongest sections of the book are those which analyse the cultural, politi
cal and religious connections between the "old world" and the "new." In Chapter
2. for example, Gjerde traces the broader cultural and religious shifts which were
affecting white Americans and Europeans, and shows how those translated into
new and often divergent patterns of culture and beliefs in North America. In
Chapter 9 he discusses the diverse notions of the "state" held by different ethnic
groups, demonstrating that a community's beliefs about the appropriate roles a
state could or should play in the lives of its citizens were shaped by where they were
from and what their "old world" notions of good government had been. These atti
tudes would have a profound impact on the ways different communities related to
the American state.

My main critique of Gjerde's study is that, given how central gender is to the
processes being described, it is not an integral portion of the book's analytic frame
work. This is particularly evident in the sections on "the family" and "the society."
In the section on the family qjerde sets out two typologies: the ''Yankee'' family
which was "more democratic," exhibited a "more egalitarian marital relationship,"
and had fewer children and looser family bonds; "European-American" families,
which were characterized by a "more powerful and all-encompassing variant of
patriarchy" (p. 163), had more children and tighter family bonds.

I must admit that I am skeptical about the amount of independence even
American-born white women had in the nineteenth century, and about the degree



of egalitarianism in Anglo-American marriages. I am particularly unconvinced by
the predominance of male-authored journalistic accounts, prescriptive literature
and fiction used to sketch these typologies. All too often the authors are deliber
ately comparing the women in "their" community with those in the "other" com
munity for the sake of praising the former and damning the latter. "Ethnicity" and
its relationship to appropriate gender relations, and the lines between "ethnic" and
"American," are thus too frequently left as things to be defined by men.

Beyond that, however, I wonder if the use of these typologies to describe differ
ent kinds of families doesn't run the risk of homogenizing and essentializing
"American-ness" and "ethnicity," thus overemphasizing the differences and ham
pering the analytical potential of the typologies. The potential pitfalls of relying on
male-authored definitions of ethnicity and gender are also evident in Gjerde's final
section "The Society." In a chapter on "Conceptions of Family, Community and
State" he notes that late nineteenth-century "ethnic" communities thought they
were seeing the "breakdown" of family. This perception was generally based on or
expressed through male fears of women abandoning their "traditional" roles, and
was a perception foreign-born men shared with American-born men of the day.
Gjerde concedes that the writers and journalists who attacked American and "eth
nic" women for being "too independent" were conveying the fears of a principally
male readership, but allows these fears to go unchallenged nonetheless.

In the final chapter three key flashpoints of political conflict between ethnic
communities and the dominant Anglo-American society are discussed: common
schools, women's rights, and temperance. Women's historians have shown that
women tended to ·have very different opinions than men when it came to such
issues as women's rights and temperance. Yet this chapter again relies heavily on
the published opinions of men, and the results of referenda and elections where
only men could vote, to conclude that certain ethnic communities as a whole were
not in favour of temperance or rights for women. Surely it would be more accurate
to state that the male leaders and voters of a particular community were opposed
to such things, and not assume that the female members of the community auto
matically agreed. A stronger gender analysis in this section might have highlighted
the possibility that, on some issues, the ethnic gulf between foreign-born and
American-born men might not have been very large at all, and that the larger gulf
may have been one of gender.

Notwithstanding these critiques, I think Minds of the West has a great deal to
offer to historians of the American West, and raises some provocative questions for
historians of the Canadian and cross-border West. First, is independence or a
desire for democratic institutions as uniquely American as this book suggests, or
can we see similar cultural shifts in Canada's West? Canada does not have a Midwest
per se, because the Canadian Shield has given us the odd regional and historical
transition directly from "central Canada" to "the prairie provinces." Yet the
Canadian West can also be described, in the words of Turner quoted by Qierde, as
a region of "composite nationality," a region of tensions between Anglo-Canadian
Protestant Ontarians and European newcomers in all their glorious diversity. So if
we see the same pattern, in Canada's non-Republican West, of laity rebellion, famil
ial ties loosening or being renegotiated, then how much of that rebellion in the
American Midwest can be solely attributed to Republicanism, and how much of it
is a North American phenomenon? Instead of American exceptionalism, could we



try arguing for a return to geographical determinism? Was there something about
the North American West that led nineteenth-century whites, no matter where they
were born, to seek new ways of organizing relationships within and between indi
viduals and institutions?

And finally, is it really so "paradoxical," as Qierde argues, for members of an eth
nic group to valorize "their allegiance to American citizenship" at the same time
"as they reified their ethnic affiliations" (p. 229)? Surely this is only paradoxical if
we assume that "to be an American," or a Canadian for that matter, means that you
can't "be" anything else. But maybe this is one of the reasons why people immi
grated to North America in the first place: the United States and Canada had a way
of letting people maintain multiple ethnic, national and cultural affiliations if that
was what they wanted. This is the value of studies like Minds of the West, which take
seriously the double vision of immigrants to the West, the inner workings of a com
munity as well as its relationship with outsiders, the desire to blend in with a domi
nant culture, and the desire to maintain ethnicity in spite of that dominant culture.

Royden Loewen, University of Winnipeg

I wish to offer three reasons why I likeJon Qierde's book, six reasons why I think
it will be difficult to apply its model to Canada, and one reason why I think it is
important to do so.

Jon Gjerde's book is important, first, because it marks an attempt to reintro
duce to the study of the American Midwest the importance of European-based
farm societies. He reminds the new western historians that cultural pluralism
involves not only Hispanics, Indians, and Asians, but also continental Europeans.
He notifies the rural historians (Hal S. Barron, Mary Neth, and others) that class
and gender were not constructed outside of other ethnically defined identities. He
prompts the practitioners of local study (Ostergren, Knowles, Conzen,
Kamphoefner) to consider the common elements that linked the myriad experi
ences of cohesive ethnic communities. Race, class and gender are important vari
ables in the evolving nature of rural society, but so too are immigrant cultures.

This cry to be included is important, but important too is Qierde's brave cir
cumvention of the idea of cultural persistence and transplantation, the standard
interpretation of the past few decades. These immigrants assimilate, "inexorably"
- but he imbues assimilation with new spirit. The route to assimilation follows no
preordained sociological model; rather, its path is multidirectional, filled with
ironies, laden with conflict and capable of simultaneous and contradictory identi
ties. Gjerde argues that the very conditions that enabled transplantation and eth
nicisation to occur also served to undermine those ideals. Ample land allowed
immigrants to recreate close-knit communities; the land tracts nevertheless could
easily become conduits to capitalism and its disintegrating social forces. The ideas
of the American Revolution, including Enlightenment-based religious toleration,
legitimized the voices of conservative, communitarian leaders, anti-Enlightenment
in nature; yet as immigrant leaders assumed a public voice they were unwittingly
drawn into American politics and its democratic values. Gjerde concludes that as
"ethnicized groups were encompassed under the canopy of a pluralist American
society ... they used that entrance to become part of the political and social debate
of the nation" (p. 22).

A third attraction of the book lies with its old-fashioned dichotomies between



Yankee and the ethnic European, between communitarian and individualistic
immigrants, between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft peoples, which identify an immi
grant culture and then show how it related dialectically with the host society. In this
book a constant, vigorous debate infuses the two groups. Nativism is not simply
xenophobia, and immigrant voices not merely anti-intellectual: both represent
articulate minds that express imagined American identities that are shaped by the
very presence of the other; both struggle for supremacy; both do their part in turn
ing the West into a bastion of culture war; and for both, this war is energizing and
synergistic.

Gjerde is to be credited with boldly proposing a broad interpretation of the
place of immigrant cultures in the creation of Midwestern society. The question for
us in Canada, more specifically prairie Canada, is whether or not Cjerde's model
has wider application. Are there concepts and understandings that non-English
groups in prairie Canada had in common, and was there ever a political will to
express these cultural constructions? Can we tamper with the spirit of multicultur
alism and the logic of microanalysis, and identify the evolution of a common immi
grant identity? Is the creation of a dichotomy between host and immigrant societies

. possible or useful or even desirable?
It would seem that in prairie Canada we have moved away from this typology.

W.L. Morton may have spoken about ethnic islands that added colour to the cul
turallandscape, and about the Ontario English stock that built the public institu
tions. But mostly we have other dichotomies, pitting region against region, state
against community, household against global capitalism, men against women,
European against Aboriginal people, owners against workers, Tory Canada against
Whig America, corporate hegemonies against cultural consumers. Rarely, however,
do Canadian scholars seek to identify a general immigrant culture and suggest how
it might differ from the identity of the charter group. There are several reasons for
this.

First, there is a prevailing wisdom suggesting that at the local level all groups,
English or non-English, were structured similarly. Gerald Friesen, Lyle Dick,
Patrick Dunae, A. Ross McCormack and others have, for example, advanced a
broad, inclusive ethnicity. In a capitalist economy, within commercialized agricul
ture, most farmers are outside the "centre"; everyone is a member of a "minority."
And if we apply a Thompsonesque approach to class we link it to an identity with
all the attributes of an "ethnic" group. Members of a particular class possess not
only economic disadvantage or advantage, but a cosmology, an array of symbols, rit
uals, and understandings. Further, if we apply Lipset's typology most Canadian
groups, English or non-English, are given to conservative, hierarchical, organic
visions, rooted in the culture of Quebec seigneurs and habitants, advanced by the
Loyalists, and confirmed by the poorer-than-average immigrants. Thus Anglo
Canadians do not possess the unique identity that Gjerde charts for his Yankee
farmers.

A second reason for the absence of a discussion of a general immigrant culture
is, ironically, that we in Canada are so mindful of ethnicity. We do microanalysis of
specific ethnic groups masterfully. We take immigrants' domestic arrangements
and link them to public discourse: Francis Swyripa for the Ukrainians; Ken
Sylvester for the French Canadians; I attempt it for the Mennonites; and other
authors in David de Brou and Aileen Moffatt's Other Voices do it for Jews and



Swedes. But we do not often mix ethnicity into general analyses ofgender, class and
race.

A third reason for this reticence is that ethnicity seems to be yesterday's topic.
The recent, richly endowed anthology edited by Catherine Cavanaugh andJeremy
Mouat, Making Western Canada: Essays on European Colonization and Settlement, charts
a "new approach" to Western Canadian history. It contains work on Aboriginal soci
eties, labour history, gender, and the culture of law. But it has no work on immi
grant farmers: in a book about "settlement" there are no immigrant "settlers." And
in the even more recent prize-winning and innovative study of rurality in British
Columbia, Beyond the City Limits, edited by Ruth Sandwell, there is no special place
for non-English speaking farmers. This despite the fact that in 1911,42 percent of
rural residents in British Columbia were non-English and non-Aboriginal; and
although Chinese,Japanese, Scandinavians, Italians, Germans and French were all
present in large numbers in the rural British Columbia districts, only the Chinese
appear in the book's index.

A fourth reason that Gjerde's typology may not be appealing is that when immi
grants in rural Canada are described as a whole, they are usually rendered as "vic
tims." They are the subjects of paternalistic land agents, Anglo-conformist legisla
tors, racist immigration bureaucrats, and unscrupulous English-speaking entrepre
neurs. They are not seen as agents who add collectively to a regional identity and,
to employ Kathleen Conzen's conceptualization, create "cultures that are locally
hegemonic."

A fifth broad understanding militates against the creation of a typology that
includes all non-English immigrants. This is the idea that the divisions separating
Canadian groups from one another are greater than divisions separating most
groups in the American Midwest. This is to say that the typology of "ethnic
European" falters from other cleavages that fragment the already colourful
Canadian mosaic in the West. The French Canadians are constitutionally protected
from having to bear the "ethnic" marker, no matter that the same constitution
failed them in real terms. The Scandinavians, blonde, brawny and bucolic, are all
bound for quick assimilation, at least if their religious fundamentalism and house
hold cultures are discounted. Ukrainians are Slavic, and their Orthodox faith pos
sesses no religious precedent in Canada. The Doukhobors and Hutterites are com
munalist. The Mennonites have been called "extreme Protestants." The Germans
are cajoled, because of corporate war guilt, to become ethnically reticent.
Canadian historiography thus offers no common ground to the immigrant farmer.

A sixth factor that makes Gjerde's analysis seem irrelevant for prairie Canada is
that our environment forces significant adaptation from every immigrant.
Environmental history may be more developed in the United States than it is here,
but this category forces itself onto any serious discussion of culture in prairie
Canada. It is central in Paul Voisey's study ofVulcan, Donald Loveridge's of Garden
Lake, and Robert Irwin's on the Peace River district. John Thompson's Forging the
Prairie West suggests that "the Canadian Prairie West" is an abstraction, a political
construction; but he asserts nevertheless that "the climate of the northwestern inte
rior required greater adaptation from Europeans" than any of its other character
istics. For many prairie ethnic farmers the shift was profound: from a six-month to
a three-month growing period; from a precipitation regime of up to 100 centime
tres, to one of only 25-50 centimetres; and from tiny holdings of less than 20 acres



to 160-320 acre farms. It seems that the Midwestern farmers were required to make
adjustments that were much less radical. Indeed, if there is talk of the environment
in the Midwestern literature it is about transplanted agricultural practices, about
"cultural lag" and "latitudinal pull." There is a sense that the prairies demanded
such a huge adjustment from everyone that no one group could integrate without
significant change. The harsh environment of the vast prairie was overwhelming
for everyone.

There is one central reason why I think we should apply Gjerde's model to
Canada. This is simply that there may be a common culture linking the various
immigrant groups. Was there a common antipathy to the British Empire? A com
mon mistrust of English-speaking officials? A common dependence on ethnic mid
dle men? And were there polyethnic cultures that were "locally hegemonic"?

A close examination of accounts for specific immigrant groups suggests that
within the wider public record - municipal minutes, school trustee records,
Hansard, regional fair exhibitions - there may be evidence of such pluralistic cul
tures. A cursory glance at secondary literature of prairie settlements easily yields
many examples of interethnicity: Manitoba's Interlake Cree native gardeners con
fronted Icelandic settlers; African American parents at Maidstone (Saskatchewan)
faced off against Ukrainian school trustees; German Lutheran farmers at Star
(Alberta) hired Ukrainian newcomers; Hungarian leaders challenged Swedish
farmers at Estevan (Saskatchewan); Jewish farm families in Saskatchewan hired
Chinese cooks and aided Doukhobor neighbours; French Catholic members of the
Legislative Assembly in Manitoba fought for Mennonite concerns. There are
enough other examples to show that interethnic relations ordered local
economies, municipal politics, church structures, school boards, and marketing
agencies. In Western Canada a polyethnic or interethnic culture at the local level
often operated alongside the high-profile institutions of provincial and federal
governments.

It may be that Canadian scholars will find Gjerde's model unacceptable for
Canada. He has a typology that lumps groups into a whole, and it is true that as
Canadians we feel more comfortable splitting than lumping. We lament easily that
syntheses leave out too many details, too much of the rich variation that permeates
the Canadian countryside. Conversely, it may be that we see in such general terms
that no dichotomy is possible; if everyone in Canada is conservative, organic, defer
ential, self-deprecating and Tory, then there is no way to create the neat dichotomy
of difference afforded by the implicitly modernizationist model employed by
Qjerde.

Still, Gjerde's well-developed sense of a localized culture that stands between
the ethnic community and national imagination, bringing sub-groups into
sequences of conflict and cooperation, holds promise for Canadian history. In
Canada, as in the United States, these groups are brought together by virtue of
being linguistically and historically outside of the charter group that dominates
state apparatuses. They share a sense that as newcomers they will be confronted
with immense pressure to change. They know that they are all minorities. The very
idea that there might be a rural mind of the West that is ethnic, composed of a col
lage of non-Anglo immigrant cultures, makes Gjerde's model worthy of considera
tion in Canada.



EIizabethJameson, University of Calgary

I am not, likeJon Gjerde's mother, a daughter of the "Middle Border." In 1987
I moved to the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, in the heartland of Gjerde's
West, a social world I knew only through Garrison Keillor's fictional Lake
Woebegone, where "all the men are handsome, all the women are strong, and all
the children are above average." Everyone was blonde. There were two hospitals,
Gundersen and St. Francis. I could buy lutefisk and bratwurst at every supermarket,
but I had to order matzo from Minneapolis. The women studies classes I taught in
this public, secular state university would probably confirm the worst fears of
Gjerde's corporatist Church leaders, who staunchly defended parochial education,
traditional family values, and church authority. In my "Introduction to Women
Studies" class, I included, as I always had, a unit on women and religion. As I always
had, I suggested that we each tell our religious backgrounds, so that we could
understand and respect the experiences we brought to the discussion. Anyone who
has read Qjerde could predict the responses: "Lutheran, Lutheran, Catholic,
Lutheran, Catholic, Catholic, Lutheran, Lutheran... "

And so it went for all fifty plus students. I was the sole exception. "Lutheran,
Catholic, Lutheran... "

'Jewish," I said.
"Oh," blurted a young blonde woman totally reflexively and, I am convinced,

totally without any sense of what she was saying, "Oh. A Christ killer."
I must admit that I feel on this panel almost as much an outsider as I did in my

own classroom. Roy Loewen invited us to evaluate Minds ofthe West "from a Western
Canadian perspective," to review it "for its merit both as a synthetic interpretation
of the American West and wonder about its methodological applicability to
Western Canada." Still, just shy of a year in Western Canada, making my first foray
into the academic culture of the Learneds, I am not about to try to provide a
Western Canadian perspective on anything. And I am at best skeptical about the
claims of any single region to provide a synthesis of the American West, particularly
with regard to relationships of race and ethnicity. I comment as a historian of the
American West, a social historian, a historian of class and gender. I want to suggest,
from the perspectives of the western United States, some of the ways that Cjerdc's
work might cross regional boundaries.

The Minds ofthe West is a distinguished contribution to histories of the social rela
tionships that constructed regions and regional identities. Collectively, this scholar
ship challenges myths of the American frontier and of ethnic assimilation. Qjerde
writes in the tradition of new ethnic histories that challenge models of atomistic
immigrations of the uprooted and an assumed teleology of acculturation and assim
ilation. Instead, following John Bodnar's The Transplanted, Cjerde documents how
particular immigrants moved in family and community cohorts and how they
adapted ethnic cultures in new social and political environments. In the process he
also challenges the frontier thesis authored by another son of the "Middle Border,"
Frederick Jackson Turner, of Portage, Wisconsin. Turner argued in 1893 that suc
cessive frontiers generated American individualism and democracy, and also a new
composite nationality. Gjerde's emphasis on institution building, on family and
community, on complementary identities, on heterogeneity and pluralism,and on
ethnic formation and ethnic coalitions undercuts the mythic frontier West.



Gjerde's work complements that of ethnic histories of other works on western
regions such as David Gutierrez's Walls and Mirrors and George Sanchez's Becoming
Mexican American, which have focused on the creation of Mexican American com
munities in the Southwest, or Judy Yung's Unbound Feet and Chris Friday's
Organizing Asian American Labor, which focussed on Chinese Americans (hers on
women, his on cannery workers). Gjerde's work, like Micaela di Leonardo's The
Varieties of Ethnic Experience: Kinship, Class, and Gender Among California Italian
Americans, raises questions about the intertwined histories of race, ethnicity and
place. Where and when were Italians or Mexicans or Irish or even Norwegian
Lutherans considered "white ethnics" or "foreign races"? Di Leonardo documented
the multiple constructions of Italian American identity in California, and the ways
that ltalianness functioned differently there than in New York, partly because of
differences in regional economies, and partly because racial/ethnic hierarchies
and the timings of particular Italian migrations were different in California than in
the eastern United States.

The particularities of Gjerde's immigrants and of their region will become
clearer as we compare how ethnocultural relationships developed in various
regions of the West, and across international boundaries. Gjerde's Midwest was and
is more agricultural, more rural, and whiter than much of the rest of the American
West. Differences that might be expressed as racial antagonisms elsewhere focused
on European immigrants and on Indians in this region. To extend Gjerde's thesis
to the American West as a whole, we would have to grapple with distinctions of race
and ethnicity throughout the West, and with how the national political discourse
differentiated among a variety of racial and ethnic "others." Thus, for example, the
American Protestant fear of planned colonies and of separate ethnic enclaves in
Qierde's West was a discourse for white ethnics only. It did not apply to Moses and
Stephen F. Austin's planned colony in the northern Spanish borderlands, to
Chinatowns, to the barrios of Santa Barbara that segregated Californios from
incoming Anglos, or the Indian Reservations that dotted the rural Midwest.

Ethnic politics also differed regionally. German Catholic farmers defied their
Irish Catholic Bishop to vote Democratic and oppose woman suffrage in Iowa; Irish
Catholic miners voted Populist and opposed their German Catholic Bishop to sup
port woman suffrage victories in Colorado. Gjerde encourages us to identify the
complex constructions of national and ethnic and religious loyalties that generated
different ethnic expectations of the state. To this I would add the regional economic
differences and ethnic class differences that also informed political coalitions.

Minds of the Westoffers a complex and nuanced description of multiple encoun
ters between ethnic institutions as represented by the male church leadership and
the secular American state. As an intellectual and institutional history it is indeed
impressive, and it takes us a long way toward a history of a plural and heteroge
neous West. It acknowledges but does not fully explore internal divisions within
ethnic cultures based on class, gender, and generation, and implies that causality
lay in ideas and institutions. I would locate ethnocultural adaptations at least equal
ly in daily behaviours and the particular options available to people of different
ages, ethnicities, genders, races and religions.

I want to suggest some ways to build from the intellectual/institutional tensions
of Gjerde's narrative in order to explore how the minds of the West were internal
ized and transformed in daily practice. I can best illustrate this through some of the



women who do not appear in the book and whose own adaptations were rooted in
the particular opportunities the region held for them. They include the story of
Rachel Calof edited by J. Sanford Rikoon. Calof, a Russian Jewish immigrant,
homesteaded near a post office called Benzion in Ramsay County, North Dakota,
where she came for an arranged marriage. Her first triumph over a brutal social
and physical environment came when she fashioned lamps of mud and butter so
that she could bless the Sabbath. Like many immigrant women, she was responsi
ble for preserving traditions, religious practices, foods, holidays, and language
within her home, and thus might be perceived as backward and unassiinilated
longer than her husband and children, who could learn English in the market
place and at school. Who preserved ethnic practices, in which public or private
spaces? Who resisted traditional practices of religion and marriage, and who
embraced them? These are all topics that can further illuminate ethnocultural con
structions and adaptations.

So can the opportunities that each region offered people of different races, eth
nicities, and genders. In the U.S., unlike Canada, women could file for homesteads
in their own names if they were single or the heads of households. The proportions
of women homesteaders varied from about 5 percent in the 1880s (a figure that
represented thousands of women) to some 20 percent by 1920. In Qierde's
Midwest, many women migrated from Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa to Dakota
homesteads. In the most complete study yet of a sample of single women home
steaders, Elaine Lindgren reported in Land in Her Own Name that 34 percent of
women homesteaders in North Dakota were immigrants: 24 percent were
Norwegian, 5 percent Canadian. Lindgren's book includes the 1900 story of Anna
Thingvold, who left Norwegian Grove, Minnesota, to claim her North Dakota
homestead; her widowed sister Emma filed nearby the following year. In 1904,
Thina Thingvold claimed her land. Five of the six Thingvold brothers, in time,
homesteaded near their sisters (presumably leaving the oldest son to inherit the
family farm in Norwegian Grove). Anna and Emma stayed on their land only long
enough to gain title; they rented it and used the income to finance a millinery and
dressmaking shop in Willow City, to support themselves and Emma's daughter. The
Thingvold siblings thus moved from a hierarchical intergenerational family to a
generationally defined family of lateral sibling ties that Cjcrde associates with
American youth. The choices and behaviours of many Rachel Calofs and Anna
Thingvolds could increase our understanding of ethnic adaptation and cultural
transformation.

A final example from Lindgren's book: Maggie O'Connor, from County Cork,
Ireland filed for land in 1891. She gave the cash from its sale to the Sisters of St.
Joseph of Carondelet in St. Paul, the order she joined as Sister Anita. A fully gen
dered study of ethnocultural adaptation would include her at the centre, as well as
other religious women who taught the parochial schools championed by the
Church leadership, and who redefined their identities and their missions as they
adapted to the needs of the western populations they served.

My point here is not simply about gender inclusiveness, though those are the
examples I know best. It is about a model of cultural change that includes how ideas
and institutions were internalized and modified within cultures by ordinary people
as well as by the influence of public and institutional leaders. I would use Minds of
the West not for synthesis but for comparison, to nourish further explorations of the



multiple social relationships that constructed regional and personal identities, and
the state contexts in which they operated and which they helped construct. This is
an enormous and rich endeavour to which Minds of the West makes a great contri
bution. In demonstrating the complexity, pluralism, and heterogeneity of the West,
Jon Qierde also suggests that writing western history is necessarily a plural, com
parative, and collaborative endeavour. To fully represent the plural West, we need
to cross disciplines as well as borders, to turn from the particular preoccupations
of the United States or Canada, of ethnic history or gender history. Talking across
those boundaries we may achieve, if not a single synthesis, at least richer and more
densely dimensional comparative pasts.

Response by Jon Gjerde, University of California-Berkeley

In her comment, Elizabeth Jameson mentions my mother, a daughter of the
"Middle Border," whom I used to exemplify the varied cultures of the American
Midwest. At the risk of appearing self-indulgent, I would like in this response to
begin with my father's family history. As one of nine children, he and his siblings
lived with their parents in early twentieth century Norwegian settlements in
Poulsbo and Tacoma, Washington before moving first to Camrose, Alberta and
then to Amery, Wisconsin. As for the thousands of migrants who were described
decades ago by Marcus Lee Hansen, the American-Canadian border was a porous
boundary for families like that of my father. For them, it mattered more that they
lived in Norwegian Lutheran settlements than in a particular nation-state. If cer
tain boundaries had greater meaning to them than others, I think the same can be
said of ourselves as historians. In short, what boundaries matter to us?

I am honoured that this distinguished group of historians came together to cri
tique Minds ofthe West. Among the insights of these critiques is a recurring focus on
boundaries, on splitting and lumping, and on units of analysis in historical
research. Clearly, as these historians illustrate, our subjects inform much of what
we argue. In this brief comment, I will attempt to address these concerns about
interior and spatial boundaries. One issue revolves around the spatial boundaries
that defined the book, and the ways in which attention to other regions and other
nation-states might alter its thesis. John Herd Thompson argues that the book is
focused on the eastern Midwest and that the Dakotas and Nebraska are relatively
ignored. Elizabeth Jameson sets the book in the field of "western history" and con
tends that other narratives in other "sub-wests" would be different. And of course,
all the discussants consider the ways in which the "minds of the West" would fit into
intellectual worlds of Canadians - and especially western Canadians - and in
turn inform Canadian historiography. A second point of discussion is the internal
boundaries, especially of gender and class, that either were not adequately
addressed or in certain ways could have been used with greater facility to improve
the narrative of Minds of the West.

Sheila McManus focuses on gender and argues that, despite its centrality to the
book, gender is not central to the analytical framework; andJameson provides us
with portraits of western Americans that do not fit within the typologies created in
the book. McManus' trenchant critique faults the book for using male voices to
consider the worlds of women and men in the varied ethnocultural communities
of the Midwest. I will focus on her analysis because I think it has broad application
for the practice of social history generally. To begin, I admit that many - if not



most - of the narrative sources are the voices of men. I tried very hard to find
sources written by women, but I was only successful in part. In lieu of women's
voices, I attempted to reconstruct data that might give a window into the world of
this rural folk. One of the methods I used, historical demography, illustrated very
clearly differences in household structure, marital fertility, and marriage age. The
evidence showed, for example, that immigrant women had many more children
than those I called ''Yankees.'' Ifwe know very little about how decisions regarding
the conception of children were made, I believe that women must have had some
agency in these decisions. The fact that American-born women were consciously
attempting to reduce the number of children born suggests that their household
dynamic differed from those of the immigrant - and especially the German immi
grant - farm families.

Another method used was electoral results in local elections that spoke to issues
of the constitution of power in society. I argue that both temperance and public
school issues were linked to views of the family and state. And I discovered that
American-born men and Methodists in Iowa referenda were more likely to vote for
women's suffrage and for temperance than immigrant men, especially Roman
Catholics and Germans. (I noted as well the correlation between large families and
public issues: Germans had large families and were least likely to vote in favour of
attempts to intrude on the power of the family.) So what about women, whose
voices again do not appear in these electoral results? We could presume, without
any evidence, that women were united on these issues and that they would have
voted as a gender, which would have created a gulf more significant than that of
ethnocultural difference, as McManus suggests. That would demand, however, that
we explain why men were not united as a gender. Or we could suggest that women
might have been more likely to have adhered to the beliefs of their fathers, hus
bands, and sons. I chose to suggest the latter, namely that the salience of ethnic
boundaries, as Royden Loewen suggests, was unmistakable especially in these iso
lated rural locales in the Midwest.This is not to say that women fully agreed with
men or, more importantly, that they did not formulate their own views with regard
to these issues. I wish I had as much evidence on this matter as historians such as
Carol Coburn and Philip Gleason in their work on German Lutherans and
Catholics, respectively. Because their research extended far into the twentieth cen
tury, Coburn and Gleason were able to profit from oral interviews; I was not. But
note the outcome of women and men in the two typologies. The Yankee typology
narrative was not necessarily a story of female emancipation. As I suggest, women
in immigrant homes were more likely to gain the power of the land and to have
children settled about them. It was the Yankee woman, exemplified in the life of
Emily Gillespie, who saw her children grow up and leave her. Each route has its
benefits; each route has its costs.

Regarding the boundaries - both territorial and intellectual - between
Canada and the American Midwest, I can do little to improve on what already has
been written about the challenges of applying Minds of the West to Canadian schol
arship. Yet I would like to make the case that we can transcend national boundaries
in analyses of ethnicity and culture. To be sure, the critiques independently noted
themes of difference that might be categorized as environmental, demographic,
and political. Thompson and Loewen, for example, both focused on the different
environment in Canada (and the Dakotas and Nebraska for that matter), which



created different economic and ecological challenges for the migrants. If Canada's
environmental challenges differed from those of the American Midwest, the migra
tions to Canada also were dissimilar, and the varied ethnic mix influenced the ways
in which ethnic groups were created. Ethnic differences, moreover, were layered
on different political contexts. If ethnic groups were created out of the migrations
that forged a sense of peoplehood, they did so in different nation states with dis
similar myths of nation.

Still, there remain similarities that could be explored in the contexts of these
differences. Migrating groups from Europe to Canada and the United States, as
Thompson, McManus and Loewen point out, were bringing the stuff of culture
with them that had to be integrated in some way to a new national environment.
Rural Canada and the rural United States are particularly good laboratories to view
these negotiations because they are locales, as the discussants point out, which
were relatively isolated. Because Minds of the West is anti-Turnerian in its emphasis
on the resilience of culture and absence of environmental determinism, we might
ask if cultures carried into Canada were undergoing reformulation in the context
of a more challenging environment, a varied ethnic mix, and a different nation
state. The end result of this give-and-take might not have resembled the outcome
in the American Midwest and that, I suppose, is the point. Loewen has shown else
where how Mennonite communities on both sides of the border differed. And
Maria Bjerg recently has compared the formation of ethnic groups in Argentina
and Iowa among Danish immigrants and argued that the commodiousness of the
American state actually hastened language loss.

I would like to hold on to the hope that we can transcend national boundaries
in analyses of ethnicity and culture in other contexts as well. I suppose this is a call
to break down national boundaries - not unlike the behaviour of my father's par
ents - but without losing the salience of the nation-state. Perhaps McManus is cor
rect that if European-Canadians created complementary identities of nation and
ethnicity, the key is migration process and geographical space rather than political
structure. Perhaps localized cultures that stand between the ethnic community and
the national imagination, as Loewen suggests, are not as salient in rural Canada as
in the rural American Midwest. But we do in fact have the opportunity to utilize a
comparative framework that could promote asking these questions.





BOOK REVIEW

The Canadian lIVheat Board: Marketing in the New Millennium, by Andrew Schmitz and
Hartley Furtan. Regina: Canadian Plains Research Center, 2000. Pp. 328

In The Canadian lIVheat Board: Marketing in the New Millennium, some humorous,
but true portraits illustrate the "charged environment" surrounding public
debates regarding this most venerable Canadian organization. Like other signifi
cant agrifood industry issues, the topic involves a mixture and abundance of facts
and rhetoric.

Recently, while pursuing my hobby of photography and specifically trying to
record the rapid demise of prairie sentinels - wooden grain elevators - I was in
Melfort. By the elevator were approximately ten grain cars. Several of the grain cars
contained vivid and striking graffiti. On one of the designated Canadian Wheat
Board (CWB) grain cars was the statement in bold scripted letters, "I LOVE YOU."
While the artist was probably targeting a different audience, he had unknowingly
become part of one of the most controversial aspects of the agrifood industry. A
controversy which is described in the age-old analogy that the wheat economy is 75
percent politics, 23 percent wheat and 2 percent dockage.

At the beginning, in "Acknowledgments," the authors indicate that the book
"deals with a highly controversial subject." In the "Preface," specific mention is
made of the historical and evolving complexity of issues and strong wills (pro and
con) involving the CWB.

Regardless of one's knowledge or position towards the CWB, this book should
be considered a "must read." Whether one supports, opposes or is indifferent to
the CWB, reading and studying the book includes the following important aspects:
1) it provides the most up-to-date analysis (millennium review) of the CWB; 2) a
methodology based on agrifood industry vertical integration structures and devel
opments are utilized to deal with all the linkages from production to marketing; 3)
its multidisciplinary approach goes beyond economics to incorporate political sci
ence, sociology and history; and 4) past and current issues are analyzed, including
future scenarios and comments.

Authors Schmitz and Furtan bring their considerable experience and expertise
to this important aspect of the agrifood industry in Canada. The authors draw
upon and combine their local farm experiences and international reputations as
economists to portray and critique CWB marketing in past times and challenges in
the evolving decade.

A major strength of the book is its "farmgate to market" evaluations which



should be of interest to farmers, private and public agrifood industry sector par
ticipants and academics. The general public would be well served in reading this
book, specifically in improving their knowledge of "where their daily bread comes
from" and how international circumstances affect what they see in the media and
buy at their grocery store.

The structure and contents provide a logical interface between each chapter
and the major sub-topics. Key aspects include markets, regulations, participants
(private and public sectors) transportation, legal framework and comparisons to
other related agrifood industry activities, including both grain and livestock.

Beginning comments convey an overview of the CWB, including its role and
relations to other Canadian agrifood industry features and participants. Given the
CWB's size (top ten exporters and 33rd largest corporation in Canada) the chapter
outlines its international and national activities. In the section entitled "A Road
Map" the authors provide a critique of the CWB in a world that "is far from being
a free and open-market system." This has far reaching implications for all citizens
in Canada, both rural and urban.

The book provides an excellent quantitative and qualitative profile of wheat
and barley production, marketing and utilization. Information is provided regard
ing changing global market conditions and political dimensions regarding agri
cultural commodity production and marketing. Elaborations are provided on the
role of the European Union (EU) and the United States (USA), specifically their
direct and indirect use of subsidies and the far-reaching implications for the global
agrifood complex. The authors set the stage for their discussions by documenting
Canada's status as a small producer, but larger marketer of wheat, durum and bar
ley, and specifically involving higher quality grade products.

After the profile of the CWB, regulatory issues and implications are analyzed.
In sorting the role of the CWB from other organizations, the authors convey how
it, at times, receives blame and criticism for actions which are not part of its man
date. Examples include grain variety licensing and elevator charges. The authors
dissect the complexity of regulatory entanglements within the industry (private
and public sector). The important conclusion is that Canada's reputation is high,
but it cannot rest on its laurels.

The next section, on single desk sellers and multinational grain companies, for
reasons of continuity may have been better placed following the chapter on mar
kets and preceding regulatory issues. As part of a quadrapoly, the CWB by way of
its monopolistic competitor features is able to price discriminate and differentiate
products to achieve a better price, which is passed back to farmers. Indicative of the
CWB's adaptability and innovation, changes have been undertaken regarding gov
ernance, contracts and market information communications. In addition, the
CWB undertakes risk management activities measured in billions of dollars, much
of which is unknown or is not appreciated by those who question its capabilities.

One of the most important topics, as noted at the beginning, is the discussion
on public policy issues and developments. In terms of the EU, information is pro
vided on how the Europeans use their collective economic and political powers to
export the negative consequences of their agricultural policies. Similarly, the USA,
as the "defender of free enterprise" uses an arsenal of government interventions,
many in the guise of responding to the actions of the EU. The result is that coun
tries like Canada get caught in the crossfire and at times add to their problems by



engaging in domestic disagreements on how to respond to the actions of the EU
and USA.

Four chapters deal with the specific aspects of trade. They cover both interna
tional and domestic issues and, of particular importance, involve the following: 1)
definitions and applications of the CWB as a legitimate State Trading Enterprise
(STE) and its virtually non-existent trade distortion impacts (1-3 percent); 2) after
eight unsuccessful trade remedy actions by the USA to reduce and thwart the role
of CWB, they continue to mount another campaign in the current trade negotia
tions; 3) major changes which have occurred in the marketing of barley, specifically
the issues involving multiple sellers and dual marketing; and 4) challenges to the
CWB on the basis of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms illustrate the interface
between legal and emotional aspects related to marketing structures and legal
rights.

The discussions on trade indicate that the CWB has incurred considerable costs
and mounted numerous defenses in order to maintain its existence. While it has
been quite successful, the question arises how iong can the CWB continue to with
stand both the international and national onslaught upon its mandate.

Throughout the book, considerable efforts are undertaken to incorporate the
important role, logistics and costs (one-third marketing) of transportation. In the
section on transportation, competitive comparisons are made to other countries
and both commercial and policy factors are analyzed. Reflecting recent events
regarding new tendering arrangements, transportation will continue to be a major
challenge affecting the future of the CWB.

The authors pose and address the specific question: "Does the CWB provide sig
nificant benefits to producers?" Considerable documentation, including numerous
references from major studies and reviews, outlines the benefits of CWB as related
to lower marketing margins and price premiums. In addition, responses are pro
vided to allegations against the CWB involving administration costs, protein/grade
levels, varietal development, elevator changes, delayed payments and taxpayer
costs.

The specifics of marketing are covered extensively and include the following
dimensions and interrelations: 1) comparative marketing costs to flax and canola
illustrating similarities and differences involving direct and indirect costs and effi
ciencies; 2) marketing flexibility including other proposals and models for the
CWB to consider in its quest for innovation and adaptability; and 3) the realities of
dual marketing including objective and subjective aspects as related to voluntary
and involuntary options and impacts.

The authors not only critique past and current changes by the CWB, but also
provide detailed elaborations on other or newly developing marketing structures
and mechanisms. Considerable analytic efforts are devoted to various types of pay
ment and marketing alternatives which the authors identify as considerations for
the CWB as it seeks to modernize itself in the rapidly changing global agrifood
environment. Marketing alternatives include an extensive debate regarding dual
marketing and potential implications for the CWB and farmers, if adopted.

In their closing comments, conclusions are presented which summarize what
has been provided in each specific chapter. Major conclusions by the authors
include: 1) past and future criticism of the CWB is both beneficial and negative
involving continuing efforts toward improvements, but is very taxing upon the



organization; 2) discussions on the CWB need to be placed in the context of policy
developments and actions of EU and USA governments, particular future interna
tional trade negotiations and agreements; 3) regulatory issues (deregulation or
reregulation) will continue to affect the operations of the CWB, including both
operations and structure; 4) performance measures of the CWB need to be under
stood and evaluated on the basis of objective data; 5) as the nature of agriculture
continues to become more complex and as farmers increase their demands, the
CWB will have to continue to implement creative new sourcing and marketing
arrangements.

Throughout the various chapters, the authors identify what is increasingly
becoming a major issue for the CWB. Reflective of its mandate, the CWB is a com
mercial entity. At the same time the CWB has no choice but to deal with policy
issues. Fragmentation and polarization in the farm community translate into both
strong support and opposition to the CWB becoming involved in policy issues.
Recent developments regarding transportation and tendering illustrate the com
mercial and policy challenges for the CWB. A related issue is a recently passed
CWB resolution to request an associate membership in the Canadian Federation of
Agriculture.

Although difficult from a social science perspective, the authors should have
considered adding a chapter dealing with the polarization in the farm community
regarding the CWB. While this could be a book in itself, it would be interesting to
analyze the basis for attitudes and positions taken by farmers to the CWB.

Overall, the book is thought provoking and engaging. It brings together and
synthesizes an enormous .amount of data and information regarding one of the
most important activities in the Canadian agrifood industry.

Murray R. Bryck
Partnership in family farm from Hubbard-Ituna area
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