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Country Entertainment
It is a tribute to the success of the Rocking P Gazette in representing germane and authentic country values that a number of the single, young,
rough-and-tumble Macleay ranch hands so regularly, and from all appearances, enthusiastically, contributed their poetry to its pages. In this
we recognize that they were facilitating and extending an entertainment
tradition that stemmed back from the first frontier in the earliest days of
the open range. That tradition had first emerged in an oral genre and in
the western United States.
When the cowboys guarded livestock at night during the great roundups in the period before fences, they were often tending to thousands of
semi-feral and thus “skittish” animals, even more prone to stampede and
on a larger scale than the Macleays’ cattle in later years. The men sang to
the cattle because they felt it calmed them down. “The singing was suppose[d] to sooth them and it did,” one of the cowboys recalled, “I don’t
know why unless it was that a sound they was used to would keep them
from spooking at other noises.”1 The cowboys also sang to pass the long
hours when the cattle and the day riders were sleeping and, undoubtedly,
to practise for entertaining their friends when they were back on regular
duty and all sitting around the campfire at the end of the working day.
Some of the men also relied on singing when they were experiencing
extended periods of inactivity over the long, cold winters back on the
ranch. In Montana, rancher and trail driver Teddy Blue Abbott was a
singer, and at the Musselshell bunkhouse during the winter of 1884–85,
he used up his repertoire all too quickly. “I knew about ten songs,” he
said, “and I sung them until everybody was sick of them.”2
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Some songs, such as “The Cowboy’s Lament” (derived from an
Irish song), “When I Was on Horseback,” “O Bury Me Not on the Lone
Prairie,” or “The Little Black Bull,” were well known across the Great
Plains from Texas to Canada.3 Refrains such as “Whoopee Ti Yi Yo, git
along little doggies, it’s your misfortune and none of my own / Whoopee
Ti Yi Yo, git along little doggies for you know Wyoming [or Montana,
or Alberta] will be your new home,” were repeated over and over again.
Some of the songs were improvised and might contain “anything that
came into your head.”4 Abbott sang all the old favourites, but he seems
to have been particularly proud of his own “Forty Years a Cowpuncher.”5
The song eulogizes the life and adventures of a working cowboy and has
a chorus designed to encourage the audience to join in. Most American
songs made their way up to Canada, and some came from there. The
earliest version of “Blood on the Saddle” was composed at the Cochrane
ranch in 1905, and “The Red River Valley” appears to have originated in
Manitoba during the first Riel Rebellion.6
The themes of cowboys’ songs related to all aspects of their life.
Among these, along with the stampede, boredom and man’s difficult
struggle in a harsh environment were mainstays.
The cowboy’s life is a dreary old life,
All out in the sleet and snow.
When winter time comes, he begins to think
Where his summer wages go.7
Less musically inclined cowboys who wanted to be artistic would fill
long hours, on the range or waiting out winter, memorizing or composing verses. They brought to life the vast range of country poetry, which
has been passed down from generation to generation and constantly
augmented ever since. While it too naturally tended to glorify men like
themselves who were “slow of speech, but quick of hand and keen and
true of eye … wise in the learning of nature’s school—the open earth
and sky,” some of it also dwelt on common emotions about, for instance,
“the peril of hoof and horn at the head of the night stampede.”8 Songs
and verses rapidly became a prominent feature of cowboy culture, and
they travelled with the men once their lonely stints on the range or the
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bunkhouse ended. One of the reasons they remained popular was that
in celebrating the cattleman’s life they helped the cowboy maintain the
high esteem (and self-esteem) he was never to lose.9 “While cowpunchers
were common men without education,” one of them once said, “they set
themselves way above other people who, the chances are, were no more
common and uneducated than they were.”10
What their contributions to the Rocking P Gazette demonstrate is
that the rank and file working cowboys’ inclination to produce homegrown country and western entertainment was as pronounced some two
to three decades after the end of the open range as it had ever been. As
will be evident, it also helps to illustrate that, like similar works in earlier days, this reflected the craft of the cowboy and fed the needs of a
remote, socially limited bunkhouse existence. No doubt it signals as well
the fact that in the early decades of the twentieth century people from
the American West (where the tradition had first flourished) continued
to migrate north in larger numbers than from any other non-Canadian
country.11 Of course, in contributing to the ranch newspaper, the Macleay
men were for obvious reasons limited to poetry. Three of their poems we
have already mentioned: “The Little Twenty-Two” by Tom McKinnon,
“The Feminine Cowboy” by Robert Raynor, and “While There’s Life
There’s Hope” by Frank Van Eden.12 We emphasize that there are a plethora of others in the Gazette —“The Wild Buckaroo” by Clem Henson,13
“The Cowboy and His Dog” by Jim Hendrie,14 and “The Perfect West”
by Ralph Robertson.15 The vast majority of the poems also in one way or
another still replicated or eulogized aspects of the cowboy’s life. “Bar S
Bill” by Clem Henson gave emphasis to the long-standing view that men
of the cowboy profession were better by far than farmers in particular.16
My name is Bill Williams,
I work for Rod Macleay.
I’ve plowed from early morning
Un-til the close of day.
But now I am a cowboy,
And over the mountains I will roam.
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Among the wolves and coyotes
A far away from home.
I’ll take my Gibson saddle,
And old Stony I will tame,
And I’ll defy the Grizzly bear,
Also the snow and rain.
To—with Jack Ribordy
His freight teams and his plows,
For I’m going over the mountains,
To follow up the cows.17
Tom McKinnon’s poetic contributions stand out from the rest in terms
of style and cadence. In one of his best (to our untrained eye), “Lines to a
Wanderer,” McKinnon articulated his love for Mother Nature:
Why, should man seek the glowing west
And chase the sun to give him rest?
There he may find Alberta’s skies
Empowering all where beauty lies.
There are no cathedrals rising grand
To beautify this western land.
The rockies will guide the wanderer’s soul
But never can he reach his goal.
Alberta, sunny land of the west
Can give him, more than beauty, rest.
There woodland aisles o’er shaded throw
The slanting beams of evening’s glow.
The mossy carpet neath the pine,
Of Alberta’s sunny clime,
Is sweeter far than Roman pride,
For nature here is ever guide.
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Art may be Art, and for Art’s sake,
There is more within this sylvan brake,
For Max, the Princess of painters, thought
When the Rocking P Gazette she wrote:
There is more beneath these western skies
Than can be seen with naked eyes.
Yes, I may fly to Western lands forlorn
But give me aye the place where I was born.18
While the Rocking P Gazette could obviously not play music in its pages,
it did publish cowboy poetry that gave currency to the Macleay cowpunchers’ skills in that genre. Some of the boys, it noted, played musical
instruments, and one or two fancied himself a singer.19 Frank Van Eden’s
“Bar S Nights” evinces that bunkhouse life could still be a challenge
when subject to the entertainments of a lone musician. It also shows that
in the 1920s boredom among men confined to the same close quarters
night after night was as important in stimulating entertainment forms as
it had been decades earlier.
When our daily toils are over
And our evening chores are done
We gather in the Bunk house
To have a little fun.
First we crave a little music
And Highland Jim is called upon
To give us a lively time
On his accordion.
Then no sooner has Jim started
Than Smokey enters in.
We know that he can howl,
But he thinks that he can sing.
But this gets Blake’s Irish up,
For picking up a boot,
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Figure 9.1. Sometimes the entertainment could get on your nerves. Rocking P Gazette,
April 1925, 73. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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“Shut up, you big galoot,” he says,
“Or I’ll slap your snout.”
After listening to Jim’s music,
For an hour or more,
We practise acrobatics
In the middle of the floor.
Blake stands on his hands and knees,
Tex upon his head,
While Ted turns somersaults
Over the old bedstead.
But when a poker game is started
Jim and I hit the hay instead,
For we learnt through bitter experience
That we were safer when in bed.20
It is testament to just how prolifically this type of entertainment developed out of range and bunkhouse culture that each of the main Macleay
ranches could, and did, put together its own band. A cartoon in the May
1924 Gazette titled “Bar S Musicians” shows a banjo player, mouth organist, accordionist, and two vocalists playing together.21 A few months
later the Gazette presented a program for a “Conservatoire Musicale” at
the Rocking P with Ed Orvis playing violin, Dorothy Macleay the piano,
Jim Hendrie the accordion, Val Blake the mouth organ, Bill Krepps the
“Bones & Banjo,” Rod Macleay and Tommy McKinnon the bagpipes, and
Laura Macleay and teacher Ethel Watts the “Kazoo.” “Maxina Macleay”
is listed as the director and “Vocal” trainer.22
Another somewhat artistic pastime in which the Macleay men seem
to have been almost naturally drawn, and for which their open range predecessors had also been known, was simply telling tall tales. “Speaking
of liars,” Charlie Russell, who was one of the best, once said, “the Old
West could put in its claim for more of ’em than any other land under the
sun.” This he rightly thought was a reflection of the fact that single men
living together would do anything to overcome boredom in the bunkhouse. “They weren’t vicious liars,” he said. “It was love of romance, lack
9 | Country Entertainment

127

Figure 9.2. Sometimes everyone in the bunkhouse joined in. Rocking P Gazette, May
1924, 10. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 9.3. The more they talked the greater their exploits. Rocking P Gazette, October
1924, 15. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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of reading matter, and the wish to be entertainin’ that makes ’em stretch
facts and invent yarns.”23 Apparently, this was still the case in the 1920s. It
speaks to the depth of insight of the Gazette’s editorial staff that they recognized this. Note that the cartoon above is titled “Riding em by the fire.”
Hand in glove with cowpuncher entertainments in rural communities from the open range period forward were country dances, often at
one of the homes in a specific area, to which neighbours were invited.24
To a considerable extent because they lived isolated lives, rural people
craved and were anxious to take part in social intercourse whenever possible. Once or twice a year they would travel long distances even in bad
weather when any kind of a public or private gathering such an agricultural equipment or livestock show or stampede or a musical function
transpired.25 The pages of the Rocking P Gazette demonstrate that the
Macleays and all their workers at times enjoyed the latter type of event:
On Feb. 29th a Leap Year dance was held at Mrs. Art Leman’s
house.26 Dancing was fast and furious, all the old and new
dances being performed by the merry company, with much
gusto.
A delightful supper was provided, after which, everybody much enjoyed the impromptu concert given by several
of the gentlemen present.
The orchestra consisted of four violins, most ably and
untiringly played by Messrs. Charles Waddell, Cecil Lockton, John Hayden and Rooke Herman.27
Tex Smith of the Bar S, cut a dashing figure, Tommy
McKinnon was one of the shining lights. Mr. T. Johnson and
his sons kept their partners hopping while the floor manager, Mr. Jack Smith, kept everybody well up to scratch in the
quadrilles.
Art Leman and his wife made an excellent host and hostess. Young Robert charmed the company with his smiles.
When the Home Sweet Home Waltz struck up at 3.30 the
weary company all agreed that they had had a grand time.28
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The country and western theme usually prevailed at these events.
However, as on the first cattle frontier and on both sides of the Canadian–
American border, the British influence randomly also surfaced.29 In particular the Scottish background of the Macleays, some of their neighbours, and a number of the men who worked on the Rocking P and Bar
S ranches is detectable in newspaper reports.30 Thus:
On Friday, November 28th [1924] a dance was given in the
Muirhead s[c]hool-house by Mesdams Comstock, Armstrong and Leman, in honour of the visit of Mr. Albert Comstock. The orchestra consisted of two violins and a guitar,
the leading musicians being the brothers Comstock.
During the supper interval the company was entertained by
a recitation by Mr. Hadyn,31 a step-dance and a Scotch song
with guitar accompaniment by Albert Comstock.
The Rocking P and the Bar S were represented, Miss E.B.
Watts, Tom McKinnon, Jimmy Hendrie, Frank Van Eden
and several members of the threshing outfit.32
That the Macleay family and their hired help attended such events together may well speak of a levelling effect that derived from the socio-economic realities of life on the second frontier. Two factors underlay
this. First, as they worked slowly, and without much certainty, to attain
long-term financial sustainability, many of the ranch and farm owners
in western Canada between the wars teetered on the edge of insolvency
and did not feel there was a very large economic and, therefore, social
gap between themselves and their hands.33 The Macleays were unmistakably among this group, and the fact that Rod actually borrowed money
from several family members, including Stewart Riddle, his cousin and
foreman on the Bar S, must have prevented this reality from fading in his
and Laura’s minds.34 Secondly, many of the men who worked for wages
on the ranches and farms in the Canadian West aspired to take out a
homestead patent one day themselves and thereby to become a rancher
or farmer in their own right. Notable examples are John Ware, who originally worked as a cowhand for the Bar U, and George Lane, who started
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Figure 9.4. The Old World still made an impression. Rocking P Gazette, November
1924, 3. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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as the foreman for that outfit and ended up taking it over and greatly
expanding it.35 Another example is Alfred Earnest (A. E.) Cross, who
founded the well-known A7 ranch after coming west as one of Senator
Matthew Cochrane’s employees.36 How many of the Macleays’ workers
followed these men’s example is unclear, but we know some did. For instance, Donald, Dunk, and Peter Comrie all homesteaded south of the
Rocking P and were successful in their own right. Bob Raynor and Hugh
Jenkins had a small holding but continued working for Macleays and
others. Some left the country, like Charlie Cary, who homesteaded at
Bluffton in 1936 and started a place of his own. Sam Howe, Rod’s “main
man on the Red Deer” River, owned and operated a ranch in that area.37
The willingness of the Macleay family members to socialize with their
workers was also to some degree a result of their need to create a feeling
of loyalty and a sense of teamwork among them, which they believed was
necessary to provide for ranch sustainability. This need is discussed in
chapter 13.
Another vestige of the earlier frontier period in which the Macleay
cowpunchers regularly participated, sometimes but certainly not always,
with ranch owners was the rodeo or stampede. The tradition of cowboys
randomly competing with each other at riding bucking broncos, racing
horses, and roping calves started on the southern Great Plains as early
as the 1870s and then made its way north.38 Usually this occurred when
several ranches came together for the annual roundups. The Yellowstone
Journal in Montana commented on one such event in 1885. “The nine-sixnine ranch reports a grand time on Saturday and Sunday at the Capital
X Ranch on Mezpah Creek. Over seventy-five cowboys were present and
the roping and cutting ‘matches’ both offered prize money for the winners.”39 There were “race meetings … and, at intervals between races,
roping the wild steer, riding the bronco and other events peculiar to a
great stock country were indulged in.” Well before Guy Weadick, Patrick
Burns, A. J. Mclean, George Lane, and A. E. Cross put together the first
Calgary Stampede in 1912, professional cowboy athletes had been appearing and competing at such events in the area along with local ranch
hands. A North West Mounted Police officer recalled: “the competitors
… had often come from a long distance and were past-masters at the
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Figure 9.5. Rocking P cowboys competed in local competitions when they could. Sketch
by Dorothy Macleay, Rocking P Gazette, September 1924, 60. Property of the Blades and
Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 9.6. An impromptu bucking event at the ranch. Rocking P Gazette, May 1924, 13.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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games, sometimes champions of the great stock regions south of the line
and in our country from the ranches in the vicinity.”40
Some of the hands working on the Rocking P or the Bar S in the
1920s competed when they could in the Calgary Stampede and in smaller local rodeos such as that at Nanton and at the neighbouring Streeter
ranch.41 The Macleays attended both events as spectators.
Like their first frontier predecessors, the men were inclined as well
to hold spontaneous contests of their own. In May 1924 Val Blake “rode
a steer at Willow Creek,” after the roundup on the TL ranch. The Gazette
for that month has cartoon illustrations of Jimmy McDonal, Ralph
McDonal, and Herb Thurber riding bucking broncos. Thurber is shown
inside a corral with people sitting on the rails of the log fence cheering.42
As in bygone years, such events were often subject to little or no previous organization:
It was on a Sunday evening, just as the sun went down
The Riding Kid of the Rocking P laid his saddle on the
ground.
“Say, boys, I’m going to ride that bronk on Stampede rules,
you bet!
I haven’t seen the wall-eyed bronk that ever piled me yet!”
So the boys they all gathered around the corrall [sic], to see
That Ridin’ Kid from Johnston creek, that rides the Tipton
Tree.
We all got perched upon the rail, to view the Scenes within,
As Ralph walked out to meet that bronk,
And gracefully threw his String …
It would be misleading not to recognize that there was an Old World
component that also competed with bucking bronco and other stampede events for acceptance in rural western society. In the April 1925
Gazette there is a report entitled “Wednesday Night at the Horse Show,”
which gives a thorough account of an English equestrian show jumping competition between “the famous” Calgary horse, Barra Lad, and
“the Edmonton horse, Bay Eagle.”43 “Other events … were judging of
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Figure 9.7. Another impromptu bucking event. Rocking P Gazette, May 1924, page 11.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 9.8. The Macleay cowboys, virtually indistinguishable from their American
counterparts. Part A: Rocking P Gazette, September 1924, 65. Property of the Blades
and Chattaway families and their descendants; Part B: Wyoming Cowboys circa 1915,
Glenbow Archives, NA-3466-25.
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performance and conformation of saddle horses,” including “officers’
mounts and polo-ponies” as well as “the show of Bulls and baby beef.”
Along with the suitability of cowboy proficiencies to running the
ranching industry, the growing American influence helped to ensure
that cultural influences from the East and overseas would diminish in
the foothills as those of the first cattle frontier flourished. There was one
American entertainment component visible in western Canadian society that had nothing whatever to do with working cattle herds. That
was the game of baseball. Relatively speaking, it seems to have been an
even more prevalent pastime in the 1920s than it is today. The Rocking
P Gazette indicates in fact that Macleay ranches had its own team. “The
Baseball Season has again started,” it reported in April 1924. “The Foothill Terrors were out of practice but are gradually warming up to it.
The Champion batter so far is Tom McKinnon.”44 Baseball they played
primarily for their own homegrown entertainment, unlike polo, which
they played in subsequent years (post-Gazette) against neighbouring
ranches that would gather on Sundays for friendly games. One of the
baseball team’s major problems seems to have been keeping its membership together particularly during the times of year when matters such
as the spring or fall roundups were underway. “‘The Foothill Terrors’,
has suspended playing for an indefinite time, as two of its members and
the ball have been lost, “the paper lightheartedly reported in September
1923. It added an “Addendum,” that “the ball but not the players have
been found.”45 In May 1924 the paper commented: “the Baseball Team
has stopped playing on account of the loss of the following players: Tom
McKinnon, Jimmy McDonal, Jimmy Hendry and Herb Thurber.”46 All
four were hired for their expertise in the cowboy craft.47
As historians have demonstrated, baseball swept across the western
Canadian prairies as the American population moved in, with many
small towns forming their own teams, often even bringing in professional players from across the line in order to compete with other towns.48
Competition could be so heated that betting, bribery, and even violence
sometimes infiltrated the predominantly single, young male communities as a result. The ranch-centred competition seems to have been much
more subdued, in part, one assumes, because teams such as the Foothill
Terrors represented the family rather than the wider community.
9 | Country Entertainment
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Moreover, the ranches that sponsored the teams were not using them
like some of the rural towns did in a desperate effort to boost their image
in hopes of becoming the “Chicago of the North.”49
Evidence in the Gazette demonstrates that the Macleay cowboys regularly engaged in an activity that was common not just across the border
to the south but virtually everywhere a single male culture flourished—
whether in the rural setting, the mining frontiers, or in ocean ports.50
This was excessive alcohol consumption. In recent years, we have noted
that even during the earliest prohibition days prior to 1892, men in the
Canadian West found ways to access liquor pretty much whenever they
wanted, primarily through the smuggling trade.51 Traders who understood the demands of a numerically male-dominated society hauled it
in from places as close as Fort Benton and as far away as Ontario. Some
also made their own booze in illegal stills. In the 1930s, southern Alberta
rancher Fred Ings told the story of the time when a whole keg of home
brew was left by the cook tent during a foothills roundup. “That was a
wild and hilarious branding, and calves that year wore their brands at
all angles.”52 The police were powerless to stop the illegal trade and, as
predominantly single young men themselves, their hearts were not in it.
Sam Steele went through the motions of enforcing the law while he was
the commanding officer at Calgary. “The officers and men hated this detestable duty,” he said, because it “gave them much trouble and gleams of
unpopularity.” The prohibition law “made more drunkards than if there
had been an open bar and free drinks at every street corner.”53
In 1924, after the second prohibition period ended in Alberta, some
obstacles were placed in the way of excessive alcohol consumption.54 The
United Farmers of Alberta held a plebiscite on its new liquor bill, the
most contentious clause of which called for keeping complete control of
hard liquor distribution in its own hands. This was seen as a means of
limiting accessibility. According to the Gazette, folks in the Porcupine
Hills joined the majority of Albertans in supporting the clause and thus
“moderation.”55 But this does not seem to have had much impact on the
Macleay cowboys. Numerous references are made in the Gazette to their
drinking habits and even to their engaging in the “home brew” business.56 Drinking then as always was simply a regular part of the unattached man’s way of life—as was the hangover.
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Sing a Song of Sixpence
Hip pocket full of rye.
4 and 20 Cow punchers
Trying to catch the guy.
4 and 20 Cow punchers
Searching for the guy –
40 and 20 Cowpunchers
Getting awful dry.
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
They have caught the guy
4 and 20 cowpunchers
Loading up on rye.
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
Singing to the sky
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
Looking for a place to lie.
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
All Standing in a line
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
Had to pay a fine.
4 and 20 Cowpunchers’
Heads very sore
4 and 20 Cowpunchers
Going to town no more! 57
In the 1940s, Rod Macleay had to institute a “dry policy” for all employees. He enforced it, too, by firing offenders.
The Macleay cowpunchers tended also to take up an activity that so
often seems to have been a part of the drinking young single man’s life
on frontiers everywhere—blowing their wages on forms of gambling.58
Ostensibly, some of the Macleay men had done that more than once
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Figure 9.9. “But when a poker game is started Jim and I hit the hay instead, for we learnt
through bitter experience that we were safer when in bed,” (“Bar S Nights”). Rocking P
Gazette, February 1925, 12-13. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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(see image and caption of figure 9.9) and not just on cards. In May 1924
“a five-dollar race was staged at Willow Creek. The rival horses being
Pickles and Cloudy. The latter won easily, and Val Blake collected his
five-spot from Bill Young.”59 This too harkened back to the earliest frontier period when casinos were thrown up in a number of western towns
offering poker and roulette to men who did not have a family to let down.
The same sorts of men also risked their hard-earned pay betting informally with each other on everything from blackjack to horse racing.60
The young editors of the Gazette were likely not privy to the information, but along with drinking and gambling, of course, young unmarried
men also required sexual fulfilment. In the earlier frontier period, prostitutes recognized the demand for their services that the gender imbalance dictated. They flocked into the fledgling towns of southern Alberta
and Assiniboia in large numbers,61 and scores of them “followed the trail
herds.” They came out west from centres like Omaha, Chicago, and St.
Paul and, as Char Smith’s work indicates, they tended to move back and
forth across the international border as they saw fit.62 Many travelled
regularly between Miles City, Great Falls, Lethbridge, and Calgary to
meet the cowboys arriving with the annual supply of slaughter cattle for
shipment to eastern markets. Their business flourished and some of the
madams who conducted it flourished as well.63 Lizzie House operated
a series of extravagant bordellos in Calgary with furnishings that are
supposed to have equalled those of the best houses in the East.64 Carrie
McLean, better known as “Cowboy Jack,” started her career as a prostitute in Montana and then moved on to operate her own establishments
north of the line. In Lethbridge, she had “an imposing two-story house
with a horse trough in front where drunken cowboys frequently dumped
their frolicking pals.”65
By the 1920s more married couples and families had arrived and,
therefore, the trade seems to have kept a lower profile in the smaller
towns than it had earlier. However, in larger centres such as Lethbridge
and Calgary, it continued to flourish and, seemingly in keeping with the
fact that younger males were still numerically ascendant, it managed to
operate on a fairly large scale. “According to representations made to
[this newspaper],” the Lethbridge Herald reported in 1923, “the city is
run wide open. A large number of houses in the downtown quarter are
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openly selling liquor, and many of them are houses of prostitution.” We
are told that “women only solicit men in the streets and from the windows and [verandas] of houses, where they are seen in half-dressed condition. It is urged that the city authorities and the police are not doing
their duty in the way of enforcing the law in these matters.”66
The second cattle ranching frontier was, then, a society with two
basic components. On one hand, it was composed of family-operated
ranches whose owners recognized the need to maintain reasonably close
relations with each other. Sometimes they worked together to put up
hay, feed and pasture cattle in the wintertime, or run the local one-room
school; and they also played together on special occasions when enough
of them could drop what they were doing and make the trip to a local
facility or to a hospitable neighbour’s place for an evening of singing and
dancing to the tunes of a country orchestra that, likely as not, was made
up of home-grown talent. On the other hand, this was still a society where
the single man was well represented. While occasionally attending social
functions with, and even entertaining, one or more of the local family
groups, that man also was apt to sing and play musical instruments for
his peers, race and bet on horses or cards, “rodeo,” make his own illegal
whisky, and sometimes drink himself into oblivion. Though he held dear
the country life philosophy of the families around him he, like the fictitious foreman of a non-existent ranch near a non-existent Smoky River,
might also at times be tempted by the decadent urban world to extend
participation in a social life particularly suited to his specific needs. “Mr
William Kreps has left the snow covered pinnacles for the citie’s [sic]
bright lights and exciting life,” the Gazette reported one winter. “He will
reside at the Empire Hotel [in Calgary] … until spring thaws this land of
ice and snow.”67
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