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PREFACE
This book is the product of collaboration between a well-known cattle
rancher in the Porcupine Hills some ninety kilometres south of Calgary,
Alberta, and an academic from the University of Calgary who has also
had long experience farming and ranching in the province. The academic is Professor Warren Elofson. The rancher is Clay Chattaway, grandson
of Roderick Riddle and Laura Marguerite Macleay, whose story is told
here. Mr. Chattaway has donated his own vast knowledge of his family’s
history and the long-term development of the beef industry in western
Canada, and he has granted access to the very valuable Macleay family
papers. This collection provides opportunity for a deep analytical assessment of a single ranching operation. It also facilitates our central thesis:
that during the twentieth century, the family unit has ultimately been
more capable than any other business structure in achieving agricultural
sustainability in the northern foothills region of the Great Plains.

vii

INTRODUCTION

The Macleay Family and
the Rocking P Gazette
Following is the story of the Rocking P ranch, owned and operated by
the family of Roderick and Laura Macleay in the foothills of southern
Alberta in the early 1920s. The story is based primarily on the Rocking
P Gazette newspaper, which was produced and edited by the Macleays’
two young daughters, Dorothy and Maxine. In conjunction with the rest
of the Macleays’ personal and business papers, the newspaper provides a
great array of insights into the practical, financial, and cultural attributes
of this particular type of agricultural unit at a specific time and place
in western Canadian history. This is all the more significant because
scholars generally have very few really bountiful primary materials with
which to chart rural family history. A number of huge company ranches that opened the first cattle frontier in the Canadian and American
Wests in the 1880s had a hired manager who was required to report on
a regular basis to a head office in the East or overseas and, most importantly, to preserve onion skin copies of his letters and other documents
in prescribed letter books. Families did not have the same personnel or
requirements, and they tended to be haphazard about what, if any, records they kept. Moreover, they seldom had a way to duplicate any written communications. When a primary source such as this is uncovered,
it is a precious find.
It was, moreover, the family ranching operation, not the company
outfit, that was destined to establish a sustainable form of agriculture
on the northern Great Plains. Major company producers such as the
Cochrane ranch, the Bar U, the Walrond, and the Oxley are credited with
forming the first cattle frontier in the Canadian West because, starting
1

in 1881, they brought in the initial great herds to graze the natural grasslands in Alberta and Assiniboia (now southern Saskatchewan). However,
by the end of the killing winter of 1906/7 they, like their counterparts
on the other side of the American border, all failed, largely because they
used an open range system that left thousands of their cattle to fend for
themselves year round on open range leases of up to 300,000 acres. This
approach, known as the “Texas system,” had seemed to prove itself for a
time in the more moderate environment of the southern United States,
but it was patently inappropriate on the northern Great Plains, where it
subjected the herds not only to the winter blizzards that regularly strike
that region but also to bands of hungry wolves and cattle rustlers and
diseases that spread among the animals as they mixed and mingled over
countless acres.
We are referring here to the period running approximately from
the turn of the twentieth century to World War II during which family
ranching became established in the Canadian West as the second frontier, because the word “frontier” speaks of a new beginning, a new way
of living, and a new way of doing. Historians have devoted considerable
print over the years to agriculturalists’ endless search for systems of production suitable to the climate and terrain on the Great Plains. James
Gray, Paul Voisey, André Magnan, Donald Worster, Max Foran, Terry
Jordan, Courtney White, David Breen, and the present authors have all
in one way or another attempted to show how ranchers and farmers adjusted their practices to find methodologies that would enable them to
extract a profit (or a living) out of the land. In overly simple terms, the
present study contributes to this work by arguing that the family operations were far more successful in the effective transition from a grazing
culture, the most elementary agricultural form, to a more complex approach. They employed practices the grazing companies were reluctant
to use, such as fencing their pastures to manage their land and livestock;
putting up enough feed to see their cattle safely through the longest cold
spells; protecting their stock from both two- and four-legged predators,
and, ultimately, solving the problem of overgrazing of which the companies had been guilty. A mixed farm evolved by 1910 because grazing
by itself had shown its limitations. Family farms were better suited to
the environment than companies whose short-term goal was satisfying
2
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shareholders. The mixed farming methods they embraced included
horse breeding, dairying, pork, poultry and egg production, and even
harvesting field crops such as oats, barley, and wheat. The family also
provided an onsite labour pool and, as we will see, this enabled the regular blurring of traditional gender roles.
While the Macleay operation was to become in many ways typical
of family ranches in the foothills of Alberta, it was in one important
respect far from average. As we will see, Roderick Macleay, who started
it all, was a very ambitious man. He set out to build a cattle empire, and
he had the unqualified support of his wife, Laura. Between the two of
them, they managed to accumulate, and eventually to sustain, uncommonly large land and livestock holdings. Theirs was one of a select few
family ranches that, though small compared to a number of the earlier
company outfits, exceeded the average mark by a considerable amount.
By 1914 the average family unit on the prairie had over 300 acres of
freehold and about 1,000 acres of rented land on which it grazed two
or three hundred head of cattle. The Macleays and others, including the
Crosses on the A7 ranch a few miles to the east, the Cartwrights on the
D ranch southwest of Longview, the McIntyres on the Milk River Ridge
in southeastern Alberta, the McKinnons on the LK ranch near Brooks,
and the Copithornes on the CL west of Calgary, all eventually evolved
into multi-generational enterprises with much larger land and livestock
inventories.
What can be said, however, is that it was employing the conventions of the family unit with more than average energy and determination that eventually made such operations what they were to become.
Consequently, the Macleays’ story casts valuable light on the emergence
and development of the second frontier and on the factors that gave it
sustenance. As we will show, this statement refers not just to a system of
agricultural production but to culture in the broader sense as a lifestyle.
We hope as well that our study will help to fill a gap in the historiography
of the West. In part because documentable evidence is short, historians have never been able to provide an in-depth elucidation of family
ranching operations in the foothills region to complement, for instance,
Paul Voisey’s thorough examination of the wheat belt community in and
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around the town of Vulcan, Alberta, to the east. What follows should
make a valuable contribution to that end.
Once we have described the history of the Macleay family, we will
turn to our second major objective—an intricate examination of the
Rocking P Gazette newspaper itself. This will prove a considerably more
complex, and potentially rewarding, undertaking than one might on
the surface expect. Dorothy Margaret Macleay, aged fourteen, and her
younger sister, Gertrude Maxine, aged twelve, started the Rocking P
Gazette in 1923, edited it, acted as its principal reporters, wrote many of
its articles and stories, and sketched and painted nearly all its art. At first
glance, therefore, one might expect the paper to be a rather ornate and
charming artifact—something out of the past, reflecting a life of school
and games and play. On closer examination, however, we see a lot more
than that. Over the course of a year and a half, the Macleay sisters directed the seventeen monthly editions of their publication at an audience
consisting of their father and mother and all the relatives, cowpunchers,
teachers, and cooks who lived and worked on any of the family’s extensive holdings. The two girls attempted to make each of their editions as
much as possible like regular prairie newspapers. Therefore, though in
somewhat different order than in those publications, they included within their pages a “Local News” section featuring the people and events in
their community (in their case Macleay ranches), numerous ads for consumer articles that local people relished, humorous tales to which they
could relate, jokes and poetry, fiction, and real life stories that reflected
and resonated in their cattle ranching world. The result is a multi-faceted representation of daily life in the foothills of western Canada in the
1920s such as we have not been able to find elsewhere.
It needs to be said as well that the paper’s standards of scholarship are
very high considering the age of its two editors. There are three reasons
for this. The first is that Dorothy and Maxine’s very capable and motivated teacher, Miss Ethel Watts, lived on the ranch with them and was
thus able constantly to oversee their work. She set up each edition of the
paper by providing the “index” (or table of contents) at the beginning,
and she regularly wrote a short story or poem (or both) for each issue.
Evidently, she also vetted all the monthly editions of the paper before
they came out. The second factor is the girls’ relatively high educational
4
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standards, which we will explain in full below. The third is their innate
artistic talent, which, as we will also demonstrate, is unmistakable in
their written and visual art.
One ingredient the editors of the Rocking P Gazette were able to
incorporate into their monthly offerings, and that also merits mention
at this stage, consisted of regular contributions from numerous of the
Macleay ranch hands. A number of the young men who worked on one
or more of the family holdings in these years wrote stories or news items
for the paper that enable the reader to participate with them in daily
activities from working the cattle herds to putting up hay to feeding pigs
to engaging in sports such as baseball and rodeo to even less complicated
activities, including getting drunk. Most importantly, the men’s offerings also enable the reader to follow the long-standing cowboy traditions
of composing poetry, compiling country and western songs, and generally participating in the world of rural entertainment. In this we see the
second iteration of a tradition that looked back to the first cattle frontier and that would, rather incredibly, continue to grow and to flourish
in and well beyond rural communities in both Canada and the United
States through to the present.
Ultimately, then, what we expect to achieve overall by first illustrating the history of the Macleay ranchers and, secondly, examining the
Rocking P Gazette in its many intricacies, is to construct a pathway to a
better understanding of family agriculture, and of ranching culture in
the broadest sense, during the second cattle frontier on the eastern slopes
of the Canadian Rockies. However, what we are saying is we want to do
more than that, too. The Rocking P Gazette comes from the hearts of people who actually lived their life on the second frontier, experienced its
circumstances and conditions first-hand virtually every day, and wrote
down their thoughts, not just to entertain but also to inform and enlighten each other about the things that mattered to them in the life they
shared. It is an expression of their collective mentality, a compendium of
their disparate views on whatever happened to strike them as worthy of
attention on a particular occasion. It is raw, genuine, and unabridged, and
once the Macleays’ western history is firmly in our minds, it enables us to
see the second cattle frontier through the eyes of the whole spectrum of
individuals and types who played a significant role in making it happen.
Introduction
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Note
We hope that readers will be encouraged to consult the various versions
of the newspaper as they work their way through our pages. Because
the paper is so large—some 1700 pages of handwriting, paintings, and
sketches—it cannot be reproduced in full here. However, the entire
collection can be found online at http://contentdm.ucalgary.ca/digital/
collection/rpg.
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I.
The Second Cattle Frontier in
Western Canada

1

Go West Young Men
At the turn of the twentieth century, Roderick Riddle Macleay was a
twenty-one-year-old living in the small town of Danville in the Eastern
Townships of Quebec. He was still single, and he was suffering from what
was considered a life-threatening case of chronic rheumatoid fever. One
day he met a family friend and former neighbour, George Emerson, who
was on a return visit to his earlier home in Danville from his cattle ranch
in the Alberta foothills. Emerson made an indelible impact on the young
Macleay as he proceeded to fill Roderick’s head with his own experiences
on the western frontier. We cannot be sure exactly what Emerson said,
but we do know that he had been on the frontier from the beginning—
that, indeed, he had been one of its most important players and that,
therefore, he knew the entire story.
Emerson unquestionably knew that cattle had first appeared in the
foothills and mountainous regions of western Montana after making the
long journey north from Texas along the Chisholm and the GoodnightLoving trails. Starting in the 1870s, increasing numbers of these cattle
were driven across the border to Alberta to feed Indigenous people facing
starvation with the destruction of the bison herds. Emerson himself, and
Tom Lynch, who had migrated west from Missouri, had driven in hundreds of horses and cattle to sell to a number of small ranchers, many of
them former North West Mounted Police officers. In 1879, the two men
had also brought a thousand cattle and horses north to start up their own
ranch along the Highwood River west of the town of High River.1
It was in the late 1870s and early 1880s that the era of the so-called
“great ranches” began and suddenly turned this northward bovine
trickle into a fast-running stream as new grazing corporations suddenly

9

Figure 1.1. Extent of the leases in western Canada, 1886. Derived from Orders in
Council, Department of the Interior. Simon Evans, “The Passing of a Frontier: Ranching
in the Canadian West, 1882-1912.” Unpublished MA thesis: University of Calgary, 1976,
reprinted in David H. Breen, The Canadian Prairie West and the Ranching Frontier
(Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1983), 46.

became infatuated with the opening frontier. Almost overnight, big
joint-stock companies originating in Boston, New York, Edinburgh,
London, and Montreal began to invest pools of surplus capital in the
western cattle business. Many of them were situated south of the border,
but a number, including the four mentioned above in the Introduction
(the Cochrane ranch, the Bar U, the Walrond, and the Oxley) established
themselves in the foothills directly south and west of Calgary. Others,
including the Circle ranch, occupied the hills of the Milk River Ridge
along the American border, and still others, including the Canadian
Agricultural Coal and Colonization Company, or 76 ranch, the Turkey
Track, the Circle Diamond, and the N Bar N, settled in the region running farther east from the Cypress Hills to the Wood Mountain area in
Assiniboia Territory.2 The cattle numbers in western prairie Canada rose
in less than a decade from a few thousand to over half a million.3
Emerson very likely described the young men who stayed in Canada
after trailing in the herds to work on the big company outfits, and who
10
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imported the riding, roping, and droving skills of the cowboy with
them—men including the famous black cowboy, John Ware; the manager and then part-owner of the Bar U, George Lane; the celebrated
bronco buster, Frank Ricks; the one-time foreman of the Bar U, Everett
Johnson; the Cochrane ranch cowboys, W. D. Kerfoot, Jim Dunlap, and
a Mexican known as CaSous; and the first Walrond ranch foreman, Jim
Patterson. All these men had, like Emerson and Lynch, learned their
trade on ranches in the American West. They were practised cowhands,
and they became the role models for a lot more young men who followed them in from eastern Canada and Great Britain. Many of these
men were “wannabes” who, immediately upon stepping off the train
in Calgary, headed to local shops to secure the wide-brimmed hat, the
boots, the bright shirt and bandana, and the spurs and chaps they needed to look the part of the working cowboy. Some, known widely as “remittance men,” had been sent to the frontier with family financial support, mainly to avoid disgracing their parents at home. Many of them
failed miserably, turning to drink, prostitutes, and general dissipation.
Others, though, signed on with one of the cattle operations and learned
to ride, rope, brand, and even handle a six-shooter. Together, they and
their American teachers transformed life in the western foothills. In the
1870s, one rancher stated, “no one” on the northern Great Plains had
even “heard tell of a cowboy,” but by 1883, “leather chaps, wide hats, gay
handkerchiefs, clanking silver spurs, and skin fitting high-healed [sic]
boots … had become an institution.”4
Emerson’s stories about life in the West came at a time when Rod
Macleay, like many young men from eastern Canada, the eastern United
States, and Europe, was being subjected to a great deal of promotional literature advertising the vast potential of cattle ranching on the Great Plains
from Texas all the way north to Alberta. One pamphlet the Canadian
government had recently published seemed to be lauding the very region
that Emerson was talking about. This land “stands unequaled among the
cattle countries of the world,” it asserted, and “is now looked upon as one
of the greatest future supply depots of the British markets. Great herds of
cattle roam at will over seemingly boundless pastures.” Herds are “now
being sent into this country all the way from Ontario to fatten on the
nutritious grasses of these western plains and it is reckoned that after
1 | Go West Young Men
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Figure 1.2. Edward L. Wheeler, Deadwood Dick’s Eagles; or, The Pards of Flood
Bar (New York: M.J. Ivers & Co., 1899). Image courtesy of the Northern Illinois
University Libraries’ Nickels and Dimes site, https://dimenovels.lib.niu.edu/.
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paying the cost of freight for 2,000 miles the profit will be greater than if
those cattle had been fattened by stall feeding in Ontario.”5 Young male
easterners had also been inundated in their adolescent years by a host of
dime novels eulogizing cowboy types like Stampede Steve, Buffalo Bill
Cody, or Kit Carson, who had attained celebrity by performing heroic
deeds in the opening West like killing “savages,” or saving a damsel in
distress from a charging bull, or imposing justice on frontier outlaws.6
Many easterners had also been influenced by a multiplicity of romantic
novels about young males heading West and ultimately achieving great
things on a cattle ranch by testing their previously untapped physical
and cerebral talents against the stimulating qualities of the western environment.7 St George Henry Rathborne’s Sunset Ranch,8 Owen Wister’s
The Virginian9 (for which the hero was modelled on Everett Johnson who
moved to Alberta in 1888), H. L. Williams’ The Chief of the Cowboys,10
and Canadian Ralph Connor’s Sky Pilot,11 to name but a few, made a
very distinct impression on maturing youngsters and helped eventually
to draw many of them to the opening cattle frontiers on both sides of the
forty-ninth parallel.
At a time when print was still by far the most significant form of
media, images created by these sorts of publications could, and we would
argue did, have a much greater impact on the reading public than scholars have previously assumed. Even if Macleay was relatively impervious
to the more outlandish representations, he must already have had an upbeat image of what could be achieved on the first cattle frontier when he
heard from Emerson. One thing the latter could not have told him, because he would not have known at this time, was that in relatively short
order all the company ranches would be gone.12 However, he did know,
and he almost certainly did inform Macleay, that a new type of cattleman was now pouring into the foothills to take up ranching on a much
smaller scale. The individuals who were of this type were, like Emerson
himself, settling on a quarter section (160 acres) of more or less free land
under the Dominion Lands Act of 1872 and then leasing or purchasing
further holdings on which to pasture their smaller herds and to put up
enough wild hay to sustain their stock through the long winters.13
The homesteaders were particularly relevant to Macleay. He was in
a sort of holding pattern in his own life. He had been working with his
1 | Go West Young Men
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father running a lumber mill in Quebec, but he was also trying, without
much success, to make up his mind about what he wanted to do for a
living in the longer term. Suddenly, through the homesteaders, he was
able to see his way to a new future on land of his own. Shortly after his
conversations with Emerson, therefore, he decided he was going to join
the “settler revolution” and to fill as much as he could of whatever life
he had left working cattle on the western prairies.14 His exuberance was
infectious, and when he announced to his friends that as soon as possible
he would be making an exploratory trip to southern Alberta to see firsthand what the country was all about, three other Danvillites decided
they wanted to go with him.15
A few weeks later, Rod, his cousin Douglas Riddle,16 Uncle Joseph
Riddle,17 and their mutual friend, Marvin Morrill, climbed aboard a
Canadian Pacific Railway train for Calgary. From there, the men took
the C & E (Calgary & Edmonton) line some twenty miles south to the
town of Okotoks, where they acquired a team and wagon for the final leg
of their journey to a ranch on the lower Highwood owned and operated
by Joe Riddle’s son-in-law, David Thorburn. Thorburn was delighted to
see them, and he showed them the western hospitality, which Emerson
had told them to expect, immediately offering them a hot meal and accommodation for the night. The next morning, after consuming an ample breakfast of fresh eggs, toast, and coffee, Rod, the younger Riddle,
and Morrill left Uncle Joe to visit with his daughter and son-in-law and
headed to Emerson’s place some thirty-five miles west on Pekisko Creek,
a tributary of the Highwood.
During the next few days the three were able to feel they were experiencing the life of true westerners. Rod got his first try at roping livestock
from the back of a horse, and he and his companions pitched in and helped
put up fresh hay for two other former Danvillites, the McKeage brothers,
Billy and John. They also stooked green feed and helped track down some
missing horses. They found some time to go hunting and fishing, too. On
one outing they shot seventeen sharp-tailed grouse and a goose, and on
another they pulled a 24-inch trout from the Highwood River. One day
Rod and yet another former Danvillite, Willis Wentworth, went to a big
lake to hunt ducks. Rod was thrilled with it all. “We have our larder well
filled,” he wrote in his diary. “What a contrast between what I am now
14
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doing and what I would be doing if I were at home. Willis fired a shot and
the noise of the ducks rising up from the water is simply deafening. There
are thousands upon thousands congregated on this lake.”
For the time being, the western spirit of all three men was and remained high. When they returned to Quebec, Rod, Douglas Riddle,
Marvin Morrill, and Rod’s brother, Alexander, who had not been able to
make the earlier trip, signed a contract to form a ranching partnership.
They also pooled their resources (and presumably, accepted financial help
from their respective families), to purchase the basic items they felt they
would need to get started in the West.18 When the spring of 1901 arrived,
they packed 295 head of cattle, some horses, haying machinery, kitchen
utensils, furniture, bedding, clothes, and lumber, onto railway cars and
headed back out to the Alberta foothills for a more prolonged stay.

1 | Go West Young Men
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The Extended Family Period:
Riddle and Macleay Brothers
Once in the high country south and west of Calgary for what they believed would be the long term, the four young men experienced the exhilarating sensation that comes from a sense of rebirth. As they began
exploring the hill country around Emerson’s place for a location for their
new ranch, some of the scenery they encountered plainly added to this.
Rod was thrilled when he and Billy McKeage came across a beautiful
area nestled among the hills with lots of grass and good water, with a
stream meandering through it. He wrote in his diary: “struck on the
best location on the whole of Alberta”—a valley with “lots of water and
thousands of tons of hay.”1 This was section 32, township 16, range 1 west
of the 5th meridian. Rod, Alex, Douglas Riddle, and Marvin Morrill ultimately claimed all of the section, each filing for a homestead on one of
the four quarters.2 Uncle John Riddle then bought section 31-16-1-W5, a
C & E Railway section, to provide a neutral location on which the partners would build their company house.3
Morrill, who evidently had different long-term plans from the beginning, left the partnership after less than a year. However, for the time
being, the three remaining partners all clung to the belief that the future
would be bright, and they bought him out. Now known as Riddle and
Macleay brothers, they proceeded to acquire more land through lease
and purchase.4 By 1904 they controlled a contiguous block of six sections,
nearly 4,000 acres.5 The partners also invested, mostly in the form of
their own labour, in infrastructure at the home place. They started with
living quarters for themselves. At first, they slept in a hastily constructed
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wall tent, which kept them a little too close to nature for comfort. For
one two-week period in May 1901 it rained more or less constantly while
they drove wagons back and forth daily from the terminus at Cayley,
hauling in lumber and supplies from their settler’s railway cars. On 10
May, a cold rain turned into two feet of snow covering the hills. Rod had
made a trip for supplies and spent the night in town. When he arrived
back at the camp he found the others all under the collapsed tent canvas,
shivering in the cold. This no doubt ignited their enthusiasm for a permanent structure.
Following their original plan, they soon began using the precut lumber to start their new home on a hillside on the southeast quarter of section 31. They built the basic 24-foot by 36-foot two-storey frame house
from sill to shingles in just twelve days (15–27 May). Willis Wentworth,
a Danville friend who came from Calgary with his carpentry skills, and
the firm in Danville that had originally cut the lumber, made their job
much easier than it otherwise might have been. The finished product was
an early 1900s version of a prefabricated house. As soon as it was habitable they moved in, happily folding the tent and quickly turning their
attentions to other buildings and fences. The poles and lumber for the
barn they got from the Findlay Brothers Mill on Timber Ridge, about fifteen miles southeast of the home place. “The Colonel” (Rod’s nickname
for George Emerson) and Uncle John put up the pole frame structure,
mortising the posts and beams in a typical Eastern Township style. On
the “fine day” of 6 July, they all pitched in and built a henhouse and then
“a House of Parliament,” as they called the outdoor toilet. At that point,
the home place was more or less complete.
The partners’ diet in these days was based largely on beef, and for
greens and the all-important potato staple, they planted a vegetable
garden on the top of a hill about a mile east of the house. Once that
was done they, like most homesteaders in those days, made a start at
enclosing their pastures in order to control their roaming livestock. In
two weeks, they constructed some six miles of three-strand barbedwire fence. The work was not easy. Most of the posts, which they drove
into the ground at intervals of fifteen paces, they had to cut out of the
crooked, tangled mess of indigenous willow bush growing locally, and
sharpen them by hand.
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Figure 2.1. Macleay home place circa 1930. Photograph property of the Blades and
Chattaway families and their descendants.

Thereafter, erecting fences around their pastures and constructing
corrals at the home place became the main order of business whenever
the men were not preoccupied with other matters. Even if the necessary
materials had been available, purchasing them was an unthinkable expense. Eventually, to find enough logs for posts and rails, they had to
look well beyond their immediate area. They would take a crew of up to
four farther west to the coniferous forests nearer the mountains some
twenty miles away for a few days, to fell, trim, and section trees. They
would bring back what they could and stockpile the rest. Later, one or
two of them would go back out whenever possible on a day trip to draw
more of the wood home. When the stockpile was gone, they would repeat
the process.
In this second frontier period, ranchers needed to add to their supply
of posts to enclose their pastures if and as their land base expanded and
also to replace existing posts as they were broken by falling trees and as
they aged and succumbed to rot. Therefore, the job of cutting the logs out
of the bush was, for many, like fencing itself, something they had to attend to on a regular and long-term basis. For Rod Macleay, this was to be
the case over and beyond the next two decades. The other task to which
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he and the others soon turned their attention was haying. Seeing that the
tall native grasses—the rough fescue on the uplands and the wheat grass
on the lower elevations—were in full bloom and voluminous, they started on 29 July 1901. Working with two hired men, they managed to put
up 202 wagonloads by 22 August. From that point on, haying became a
major part of the annual cycle, as the feed proved essential. In early 1904,
Rod wrote in his diary: “This has been a long, long winter for me. Will
be almighty glad when spring sets in.” They had not started feeding their
cattle until 21 December but then had to do so continuously through to
7 April. “With a ‘hurrah,’” Rod wrote, “that was it for the year. Though
two inches of snow had fallen the night before, it was all gone by evening
and the hills were greening up.” Even so, “when April came so did the
occasional spring blizzard.”
Douglas Riddle’s sister, Margaret, came out from the East to help out
wherever she could, and she and at least one other woman were on hand
during haying in 1904. The crops were some distance from the buildings,
so the haying crew set up a camp with a wall tent near a creek. With
two mowers, a dump rake, a sweep, and an overshot stacker, a five-man
crew was required. The women kept them supplied with baked goods
such as bread and pies. There may also have been a camp cook and possibly an extra hand to catch up fresh horses for the midday change and
sharpen mower sickles. With a minimum of five teams in the field, there
would have been at least twenty horses in camp and more in reserve at
the buildings. The crew started on 27 July and, after a short rain delay,
hayed straight through the whole month of August. They finished the
field work on 7 September. By measuring the length, breadth, and over
throw of the haystacks, and applying a standard formula, Rod and his
partners calculated they had about 400 tons of hay.
In all probability, the cattle they brought west were Shorthorns. We
do know that they were stockers to economize shipping (220 yearlings
and 61 two-year-olds were selected with the help of Doctor A. Lyster, a
well-known veterinarian), with the plan of selling them when ready and
then buying a herd of cows, which they did in 1903. These, naturally,
were Shorthorns, as they are a hardy breed and were most popular in
this period. The male calves would be castrated and kept for three to
five years until finally large and fat enough to be sold on the slaughter
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Figure 2.2. Mowing Hay. Charlie Waddell, ranch hand, A7 Ranch, Nanton,
Alberta., [ca. 1910-1912]. Glenbow Archives, NA-691-26.

Figure 2.3. Richard Shore raking hay, with a dump rake, which rakes the hay into piles
for the sweepers to collect. Springfield Ranch, Beynon, Alberta. [ca. 1900]. Glenbow
Archives, NC-43-43.
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Figure 2.4. Haying in Pincher Creek area, Alberta, [ca.1900-1903] with an overshot
stacker with two sweeps, which collect the mown and raked hay and haul it to the
overshot stacker. Glenbow Archives, NA-2382-8.

market. The best females would be kept too but, on reaching maturity,
bred and made part of the mother herd. The poorer ones would be neutered by spaying and eventually sold for beef with the steers.6 Because
the men so quickly fenced in their holdings they were able to realize
important economies that had never been possible on the open range.
As well as insulating their stock from inclement weather and protecting it from outside breeds, disease, wolves, and rustlers, they were able
to time birthing so that their calves were born in the spring—March
through April. In that period, the weather was likely to be moderate and
birthing death losses small, and yet it was early enough to give the calves
the full summer to grow and develop on their mother’s milk and the
prairie grasses. The calves were then weaned and converted to hay by the
time winter set in.7 Enclosed pastures also enabled the partners to make
sure they missed none of the calves during the June roundups.8 At the
same time they were able to keep close enough watch on their animals to
identify unproductive cows and sell them on the slaughter market when
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Figure 2.5. The last stack at the Calf Camp. One man forks the hay to the other who
places it and stomps it down to pack and finish off the top. Rocking P Gazette, October
1924, 20. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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pulling off their “fats” during the September gatherings.9 It was important to turn these animals into cash rather than allow them to absorb the
precious grasses and the salt “licks” purchased to keep them healthy, as
well as the hay they required when snow covered the ground.10
The partners kept a close watch on their cattle throughout this early
period, grazing them most of the time and feeding them when necessary.
By the summer of 1905 the herd had grown to 720 head. At that point,
they made a monumental decision. They recognized that the area they
had chosen was already occupied to a great extent, mainly by the Bar
U ranch and the Bar S to their immediate south (then owned by Peter
Muirhead), and that it was fast filling up with homesteaders. To expand
in their current location would be a long, drawn-out process. They decided, therefore, to look elsewhere. To this end they took a huge leap of
faith, and in 1905 they acquired a CPR lease on the Red Deer River that
vaulted them from settlers to cattlemen in one fell swoop. It was too late
in the season to do anything the first year, but by the summer of 1906
the future looked promising, and they stocked the lease with 1,500 head
The lease contained nearly two townships of land—37,342 acres; the
cost was 40 cents per acre, for a total of $1,493.68 per year. In heading
out to the Red Deer River area, they were following the lead of some
well-known foothills ranchers, including their friend George Emerson,
and also John Ware, both of whom had moved east to avoid the hordes
of homesteaders pouring into the more fertile western regions; they were
also following the example of future famous westerners George Lane of
the Bar U and A. E. Cross of the A7, who leased new holdings to supplement their western pastures.11
At the same time, they took an opportunity to invest in freehold
property in the region. The partners were looking for a place in the
area on which to base their operation, when a tragedy occurred. While
checking cattle on his range in September 1905, John Ware was thrown
from his horse and killed. Ware had lost his wife, Mildred, to pneumonia some months earlier, and the Royal Trust Company of Calgary was
appointed to take over negotiations to sell his property for his five orphaned children.12 The partners were able to buy Ware’s half section, N½
19-21-14-W4, all his cattle, hay, and improvements, and his five brands,
for $12,500.13
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Figure 2.6. John and Mildred Ware and two of their children, Robert Lewis and
Amanda Janet “Nettie,” circa 1896. Glenbow Archives, NA-263-1.

Now Riddle and Macleay brothers had room to pasture one- to
three-year-old steers that could be readied for market relatively quickly
compared to newborn calves, which improved cash flows. They obtained
most of these cattle from small farmers in Manitoba. Rod went east on
one of many buying trips in 1906. The results can be traced along trails he
left of cheques and receipts. A receipt written on 3 June on Albion Hotel
paper in Portage la Prairie reads: “From C Knox, 627 head, 3 year olds
2 | The Extended Family Period: Riddle and Macleay Brothers
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$25.50, yearlings $19.50.” The freighting charge was $40.00 per car from
Winnipeg to Brooks. Cost per head landed at Brooks was $21.29 plus $1
commission. Charlie Knox was a well-known cattle buyer in the West
and one of the few who competed for the cattlemen’s business with the
West’s wealthiest cattle buyer and slaughter plant owner, Patrick Burns
of Calgary, and with the beef brokering firm that regularly colluded with
him, Gordon, Ironside and Fares out of Winnipeg.14
Initially Uncle John Riddle helped finance some of the cattle. A letter
arrived in May 1906 advising Rod that there would be a credit of $6,000 at
the Bank of Montreal for the purpose. It suggested purchasing yearlings,
as they would be able to buy a greater number than if they bought older,
heavier stock. With this money and advice Rod went back to Winnipeg
and got five carloads of “doggies.”15 These cattle cost $22 per head, plus
the one-dollar commission to Knox. On 1 June 1906, Uncle John brought
in 300 steers of his own and had them branded with Bar M7 on the right
rib and then turned out on the Brooks lease. He was helping the partners
financially by subleasing grazing privileges from them.
Since all the steers came from Manitoba rather than Ontario, where
many western ranchers got their supply in those days, the partners’ herd
would have been of an acceptable if not the highest quality.16 Manitoba
milk producers normally bred their cows to Shorthorn, Hereford, and
Angus bulls rather than the lankier dairy varieties, including Holsteins
and Ayrshires, that Ontario farmers often used. Consequently, the offspring were only 50 percent dairy bred and “fleshed up” and put on
weight comparatively more efficiently. It was likely Emerson’s tutelage
that accounts for this decision. In 1900, a neighbouring rancher had remarked: “G[eorge] Emerson of High River bought over one thousand
[Manitoba cattle] this year. He has been buying for some years and seems
satisfied with results.”17
The beef market in these years was on a very slow but somewhat
steady climb, which suggests Riddle and Macleay brothers probably
made, or at least did not lose, money buying doggies and pasturing and
selling them within one to three years as “fats.” The average price of
slaughter steers nationwide between 1901 and 1905 rose from $.0436 to
$.0452 per pound.18 The one-year-olds landed at the Ware ranch at $27.00
per head (transportation and commission included) would probably
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have weighed 400 to 500 pounds. If the grass was lush and the partners
grazed the animals for 100 days that summer, wintered them, and then
grazed them for 100 days again the next year, they would have been able
to put around 600 pounds on each of them over two and a half years.19 If
they sold them at the average price of about $.0452/lb. they would have
got 1300 × $.0452 or $58.76 per head on the fall market. Of course, there
were costs such as for death losses, which might be around 5 percent,
for the CPR transporting the stock to market, for hay over the winter,
and for incidentals like salt. Much of the labour was their own, but more
and more they were relying on employees, especially on the Red Deer
River property. By 1907, besides the three partners, there were up to
twelve men on the payroll. This clearly separates the partnership from
the average family farm on which virtually all labour was home-grown.
However, as we will see, family strategies and practices would also be a
major part of their operation’s future.
To say as much is not to argue that Riddle and Macleay brothers
had money to spare. Overall startup costs were high. They had invested in cattle, lumber, and provisions before coming west and then had
built the home place, purchased barbed wire for their fences, and paid
for all the necessities of life. For the time being, they had to maintain
their breeding stock while they waited for the calves born to their own
cows to mature, fatten up properly, and eventually contribute to their
liquid position; and, of course, they not only required capital to bring in
doggies but also to make payments on land purchased and leases. This
clearly put them in the realm of borrowers far beyond the average settler.
As a consequence, the partners felt obliged to diversify their forms of
production. In so doing, as we will now see, they were to be setting (and
following) what was to become a well-trodden path for their settler kind
in western prairie Canada.
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Nature’s Fury and the
Tattered Dream
Riddle and Macleay brothers were not to last much longer as a ranching
partnership, but until the infamous winter of 1906/7, they seem to have
maintained their enthusiasm. This they needed in the search for creative
means to improve their cash position.1 Like many of the settler ranchers,
the first means they undertook was to diversify their forms of production. That endeavour soon brought them into the horse business. Horses
were usually worth more per head than cattle, and they wintered more
easily, in part because, unlike the latter, they had the good sense to “paw”
through the layers of snow to get at the pickings below.2 Ranchers in the
Canadian West had access to good working ponies from the beginning
that came north from Montana with the first cattle drives. Many of these
horses had descended from Texan stock. They were the ones often referred to as “cayuses”—a mixed breed that was more a product of function than design, had survived on the open range since the eighteenth
century, and away from which the weaker specimens had been pruned
by Mother Nature. As the first cattle frontier had moved north along the
eastern edge of the Rocky Mountains, ranchers had bred these relatively small (and fast) steeds with larger varieties, notably Thoroughbreds,
Irish Hunters, and draft breeds that had been brought in from the East
and overseas via the transcontinental railways. The progeny were relatively large and could carry a cowboy loaded with heavy winter clothing
and camping gear through deep coverings of snow. They were sturdier
than the cayuses. Though they would not have shown very well against
prized animals in eastern auction or show rings, they were exactly what
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was needed to open the West. The heavier set of these animals were also
good for draft as well as riding purposes, and when mixed and grain
farmers began settling the northern extremities of the Great Plains they
relied on them to plough up the virgin prairie soils.3
It was the wheat boom in the early years of the new century that
really augmented this demand. Prior to 1905, wheat averaged around 80
cents a bushel on the Winnipeg Grain Exchange; then from 1905 to 1914
it spiralled upward to over $1.30, and through the Great War to $2.24.4 To
numerous cash-strapped settlers responding to the federal government’s
aggressive western settlement campaign, grain farming was a means of
exacting a quick return without investing in fences or barns or haying
equipment or waiting three to four years for newborn calves or even one
to three years for eastern doggies to grow and fatten. Grain yields on
the flatter plains around High River to the north of the Porcupine Hills
grew from zero bushels in 1904 to 99,800 in 1905 and then to a massive 600,000 bushels in 1906.5 In a short time, High River, just twenty
miles from Riddle and Macleay brothers’ home place, changed from the
centre of cattle ranching in southern Alberta to the largest individual
grain shipment point in western Canada.6 Seeing the tide of migrating
farmers and resisting the dubious complaint of many cattlemen about
being crowded off the range, Rod, his brother, and cousin decided to sell
horsepower whenever they could. To get established in the business, Rod
made his first trip south in the fall of 1902 to the more mature and established ranching country in Oregon, primarily to purchase brood mares.7
Riddle and Macleay brothers pastured the mares in the summertime
with well-bred stallions and raised the foals in fenced pastures summer
and winter, where they could protect them and even occasionally supply
them with feed when the weather was severe and snow particularly deep.
The best fillies they kept as replacements for the mares, and the rest,
along with the geldings, they sold. They also gave the animals the individual attention needed to prepare them for the market. Each year they
spent much of the latter part of June acquainting the horses with the finer points of riding and hauling. The men treated every outing as a means
to this end. Even for a fishing trip to the south fork of the Highwood
River (Pekisko Creek) to the north, or Willow Creek to the south, or a
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Figure 3.1. Advertising the horses. Gleichen Call, 29 August 1907. See “Peel’s Prairie
Provinces,” University of Alberta Libraries, Page 3, Item Ad00302_1.

quick jaunt to pick up mail at the Bar U, they saddled up or harnessed
green broke horses.
In 1907, Rod Macleay flipped ninety head of Bar N horses he bought
from an American commission firm, Parslow & Hamilton, for a profit of
over $11,000. At this point, all across the United States, cities were moving away from horse-drawn public conveyance and there was a glut of
draft horses. Rod’s growing familiarity with markets, commission firms,
and railway shipping enabled them to take advantage of the situation
by purchasing broke, heavy horses to sell to the growing farm population desperate for horsepower. For six weeks, 22 August to 26 September
1907, Riddle & Macleay advertised the stock in the local newspapers.
While marketing the American horses, Rod also went out to
Arrowwood, Alberta, south of the town of Gleichen, and bought thirty-seven colts from Chris Bartch for $4,275. In April, he bought a team
from Billy Henry for $250. However, to acquire enough supply he had
to continue to do some of his dealing across the line. A buying expedition he made back to Oregon in March 1910 shows the complexities
of shipping stock by rail in those early days. In the family files are inspection certificates dated 8 March 1910 signed by veterinary surgeon
J. A. Donaghue, the local state stock inspector at Baker City. He examined ninety-one horses for “Roderick Macleay of Cayley, Alberta” and
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certified them “free from contagious and infectious diseases.” Even then
bureaucratic procedures had to be followed. Transportation costs were
high, both monetarily and in terms of wear and tear on the animals. The
horses rode the Sumpter Valley Railway Company train from Baker City,
Oregon, to Spokane, where they were transferred to the Oregon Railroad
and Navigation Company Railway. From Spokane they rode to Shelby,
Montana, and then via the Great Northern to Sweet Grass, where they
were transferred to the Alberta Railway and Irrigation Line to Lethbridge
and finally the Canadian Pacific Railway to Cayley. The duty was $837.50
and the total cost for purchasing and shipping 101 horses was $9,117.75,
or $90.27 per head.8
Macleay’s notes show that this was a very hard trip for the stock: “Left
Baker City, 3 cars went off track at Telocaset, Oregon; delayed 4 hours.
Thirty-five miles further on 3 more cars in the ditch at Meacham. They
were Armour refrigerator cars loaded with Armour’s very best canned
ham, tongue, Irish stew and pigs feet; we all had a good lunch.9 Delayed
4½ hours. Walla Walla is a hell of a hole.” Later, Rod brought a suit against
the Oregon Railroad and Navigation Company and the Northern Pacific
Railroad for failing to feed and water the horses between Baker City and
Sweet Grass. In the end the horses recovered with no lasting effects, but
Rod was determined to make a point. Had the trip been made in the heat
of the summer months there could have been severe losses.
Despite competition starting as early as the first decade of the twentieth century from steam and then gasoline tractors, draft or work horses
were to be important in western grain and mixed farming until after
World War II; and, of course, even today, good equine stock is utilized by
ranchers and any rancher/farmers who incorporate a significant grazing
component into their program. Rod Macleay would thus continue in the
business well into the 1940s. The draft horse eventually became obsolete,
but it is interesting that many farmers were still making at least limited
use of them in the decade or so after the war.
Like many other frontier ranchers and farmers, Rod Macleay instinctively recognized the need to work closely with his neighbours.
He apparently had accepted an obligation to supply a rider to the Bar U
roundup on what must have been some still unclaimed communal range.
On 26 October 1904, he took his bedroll and his horses Stub, Noah,
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Brownie, and Dick, and he borrowed three more from Herb Miller, the
foreman of the big ranch. The Bar U normally hired about fifteen riders
to help round up its stock, with 7U Brown as “wagon boss.”10 Between 28
October and 17 November, the cowboys gathered some 7,000 head. They
would move to a new area of the rangeland each day and then ride out
some twelve miles before sunup and sweep back, gathering all the cattle
along the way. When Rod was finally turned loose from the job, he was
very glad to get back to the home place. It was cold and the cowboys’
tents had been blown down quite regularly by the high winds.11
One year, after settling their own cattle for the oncoming cold season, all three partners headed out to the interior of British Columbia
with fellow rancher R. L. McMillan, who “took on the job of secretary
and bookkeeper,” to do some logging for the Canadian Pacific Railway.
Rod’s younger daughter, Maxine, born in 1911, explains: “to obtain some
income the boys moved workhorses out to the Cranbrook area, obtained
a contract, and spent the winter getting out railroad ties.” They acquired
“a timber berth” of their own “near St. Leon’s south of Revelstoke on
Arrow Lake,12 Logging was a familiar undertaking to the three men, as
they had all been exposed to the timber industry back in Quebec. Rod
and Alex’s father had run the St. Remi Lumber Company in the Eastern
Townships, and Rod himself had worked at the mill as a bookkeeper.
Unfortunately, the logging undertaking turned out to be a bust and
they barely broke even. In the summer of 1906, however, the future
looked promising. Riddle and Macleay brothers could take some satisfaction in the knowledge that they had made a substantial investment
in both land and cattle, and, as Rod’s diary demonstrates, he had a vision of land prices greatly increasing and of a strong horse market as the
settlement process continued. Unfortunately, Mother Nature was about
to make that possibility seem much less certain. The fortunes of cattle
grazing depend to a significant degree on the vicissitudes of weather. The
two major climatic problems one has to face from time to time in southern Alberta are drought and vicious winter storms. The home place was
in a part of the foothills region where moisture is more abundant and
drought is less severe than in other areas. Out on the Red Deer River it
can be more severe, but cattlemen are able to adjust their numbers there
to offset any pasture depletion resulting from it—usually by bringing
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some or all of their stock home earlier than usual in the fall. Winter
weather, on the other hand, can be devastating in both regions. In the fall
of 1906 through to the spring of 1907 it turned viciously against everyone grazing stock in the Canadian West and the American Northwest.
Canadian historians have downplayed the impact of this celebrated winter, but virtually every eyewitness report one reads emphasizes both the
devastation it inflicted and its breadth.13
It all started on 15 November when rain that had been falling for
two weeks suddenly turned to snow and the temperature plummeted to
15 degrees below zero Fahrenheit. Some three feet of snow fell in a few
hours. Then the temperature climbed above freezing for a few hours and
quickly dropped again, forming a layer of hard crust under the fresh
snow that made it even more difficult for the cattle to graze. One blizzard followed another until late spring. A number of the big cattle owners were still grazing stock year-round on the open range. This winter
proved the end for many. Their animals soon began to die from starvation and cold. Many cattle in the foothills pushed south and east in a
futile attempt to escape the northern winds and to search for food. This
left them on the open plains without the wind protection they could have
got from the cutbacks and forests in the high country. Some ranchers
rode out into the storms to attempt to hold the cattle back, but in vain
as the animals flowed around and past them like a mighty river. Other
ranchers tried gathering them in bunches out on the plains to drive them
back up into the hills. One such rancher recalled, “Think of riding all
day in a blinding snowstorm, the temperature fifty and sixty below zero,
and no dinner. You’d get one bunch of cattle up the hill, and another one
would be coming down behind you, and it was all so slow, plunging after
them through the deep snow that way; you’d have to fight every step of
the road.” The horses’ lower legs “were cut and bleeding from the heavy
crust, and the cattle had the hair and hide wore off their legs to the knees
and hocks. It was surely hell to see big four-year-old steers just able to
stagger along.”14
Finally, the exhausted riders and horses had to just let the cattle go.
That sealed their fate. “Fence corners, railway tracks, coulees, river bottoms” filled up with the bodies of dead cattle. “One day in January the
citizens of Macleod saw what appeared to be a low, black cloud above the
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Figure 3.2. Dead cattle, Shaddock Boys Ranch, Langdon, Alberta, Spring 1907. Glenbow
Archives, NA-1636-1.

snow to the north, which drew slowly, draggingly [sic] nearer until it was
seen that a herd of thousands of suffering range cattle were coming from
the north, staggering blindly along the road allowances in search of open
places in which to feed.” Painfully “into the town this horde of perishing brutes slowly crawled, travelling six and eight abreast, bellowing and
lowing weak, awful appeals which no one was able to satisfy.” Those that
made it through the town surged “out into the blackness of the prairie
beyond, where they were swallowed up and never heard of again, every
head being doubtless dead before the [next] week had passed.”15 Before
they died the poor brutes ate everything in their path—small sapling
trees sticking through the snow, the hair off the backs of one another.16
In the Milk River area near the United States border, “there were so many
dead cattle” dotting the landscape the next spring that one young lady
who was still relatively unfamiliar with the countryside “found them
very useful” as landmarks for making her “way about the prairies.”17
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Something like 50 percent of the cattle on the ranges froze or starved to
death during the endless march of blizzards.18
The cattle people who survived this dreadful winter were the settlers
who had fenced off their ranges and could keep their cattle close to forests
and other natural protection and to sufficient amounts of the precious
feed they had stockpiled the previous summer. In 1907, the commanding
officer of the Royal North West Mounted Police at Macleod reported:
“Last winter was an exceptionally long and cold one. It was said to be the
coldest in twenty years. Cattle in consequence suffered a great deal, and
large losses had to be recorded, especially by owners of large herds who
could not feed and look after their stock the way the small owners could.
These latter suffered very insignificant losses.”19
Rod Macleay and partners were now “small owners” only in comparison to the company outfits. Like other family operations, however, they
had, as we have seen, fenced a good deal of their pasture land and put
up substantial quantities of hay. Consequently, they were able to nurture
most of the cattle they had grazing at and around the home place. Their
losses in that region were not large. On the other hand, having not yet experienced a really severe winter, they took a chance on the open range in
the Red Deer River area. There they lost heavily. We do have detailed information directly relative to cattle A. E. Cross had running in that area
that is contained in the correspondence that he kept up from Calgary
during the course of the winter with his hired man, Charlie Douglass. It
probably provides a very close approximation of the fate the Riddle and
Macleay brothers’ stock suffered.
Once the storms began, Douglass and Cross’s other hired man, Billy
Maclean, spent much of their time in temperatures of 30 and 40 below
zero Fahrenheit. They first fed up their supplies of hay, and then they
hauled hay, chopped oats, and greenfeed to the cattle that they were able
to purchase from neighbours. On a particular morning in November
they were both almost killed when they were caught in a sudden storm.
That morning Maclean went out alone to do some feeding. About midway
through the morning it started to snow, and the temperature, which for a
short time had been relatively mild, suddenly plunged. He was probably
unprepared and poorly dressed and, suffering from hypothermia, he left
his horses and wagon at the stacks and started out across the prairie on
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foot. At noon, when he failed to make it back to the house, Douglass went
looking for him. He soon came across Maclean, pulled him up on his
horse and headed for home. The blizzard was fierce and Douglass found
that he could not head into the mind-numbing wind. He made his way
instead to the Red Deer River and then followed it under the protection
of the steep valley side until he reached the house. They were two lucky
men. Within three hours one side of the house was completely covered
by a gigantic snow drift.20
When this storm let up a bit, the men realized they were fighting an
enormous battle.21 On 20 January Douglass wrote that the losses were
bound to be heavy as there were no fences and the cattle had drifted
off their respective pastures into the river valley and were all mixed up.
Those ranchers who “have hay can’t get their cattle to it.”22 Douglass had
two teams hauling feed to about 300 head at this time, and he thought
he had enough to last until the end of January. A letter of 27 January
demonstrates that this situation quickly deteriorated. The cold weather
and blowing snow made it increasingly difficult to haul feed. The cattle
along the river were starving and eating brush. Douglass now had about
100 head of Cross’s cattle in the field and “this is all I can possibly manage so it’s no use looking for the poorest any more.”23 He reported on 16
March that they were skinning the hides off the dead animals and selling
them for six cents a pound. He realized that this was not very profitable,
but he offered the commiserating comment that at least it would help to
defray the cost of some of the chop they had been using for feed.24
Cross’s herd along the Red Deer River was decimated. He had started
the winter with eight hundred cattle on his lease and by spring he had
“two hundred and fifty head left.”25 For Riddle and Macleay brothers the
losses were larger in that they had almost double the number, just under 1,500 head—all dry stock from the home place and 100 purchased,
totalling 500-odd head, 300 Manitoba doggies of Uncle John’s, and 627
of mixed-age cattle from Manitoba for the partnership. The largest percentage were yearlings. In later years Rod was to hire a neighbour named
Sam Howe to foreman a crew to watch over the cattle year-round.26 At
this time, however, the partners thought they could run that part of their
operation with the model the great corporations used. Months after the
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storms abated, Pete Muirhead, who ranched near their home place in the
Porcupine Hills, wrote:
We had a very bad spring here. The worst we have had yet
after a hard winter. The loss in Cattle was large. The Roundup wagons have returned after gathering cattle on the range.
They were as far south as the Montana line and the loss was
larger than they expected. Riddle & Macleay Bros. who live
three and one half miles north of me had a lease on the Red
Deer River and had 1500 cattle on the lease. Two hundred
and fifty were all they had left. And out of eight hundred
calves that they had, they are all gone.27
Over the next few years, beef prices plummeted in the West as ranchers
throughout the northern Great Plains threw what remained of their stock
on the market and quit. Rod’s partners too were discouraged. Things
had changed a great deal in these first eight years. The greatest change,
over and above their financial setbacks, was Rod’s marriage. He had
met and married Laura Sturtevant while on a short visit to Burlington,
Vermont, in late 1905 to celebrate the engagement of his older brother,
Dr. Kenneth Macleay, to Laura’s sister Gertrude. He brought Laura out
west in January 1906 to live in the house he and the others had built, and
about the time his partners decided to quit, the couple were expecting
the first of their two children.28 This would make the house even more
crowded and, quite naturally, Alex and Douglas wanted, and were actively pursuing, wives of their own. For them, the writing was on the
wall: they had outgrown the partnership and they soon let Rod know
they wanted to get out. Fortunately for them, Macleay decided, no doubt
after considerable soul searching, that he wanted to keep going.
Rod knew he was not in a position financially to buy his partners
out. He needed a backer and, inevitably, he turned to his mentor, George
Emerson. Years later daughter number two, Maxine, described what
happened. “When Dad wanted to buy out Douglas and Alex, he rode
from the ‘Nigger John’29 as the ranch was called, to Emerson’s ranch
[now on the Bow River near Redcliff], and asked to borrow money …
George said: ‘No, I won’t lend you the money Rod, but I’ll buy them out
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Figure 3.3. 1948, L-R: George Chattaway, Roderick Macleay, Stewart Riddle, Charlie
Glass. Last bunch of Rocking P beef steers trailed in to Cayley. After this date, steers
were taken by trucks to the Calgary stockyards. Glass “was employed by Macleay in the
early 1920s … and stayed for many years” eventually becoming foreman of the Rocking
P (Henry C. Klassen, “A Century of Ranching at the Rocking P and Bar S.,” Cowboys,
Ranchers and the Cattle Business: Cross-Border Perspectives on Ranching History, ed.
Simon Evans, Sarah Carter, and Bill Yeo. [Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2000],
112). He does not seem to have been working at the Rocking P during the months when
the Gazette was produced. Glenbow Archives, NA-3535-191.

myself and we’ll be partners.’ So Dad hitched up the team and leading his
horse [behind the wagon,] the two drove to High River and made a deal.”
Macleay’s diary entry for that day reads: “Bought out Riddle & Macleay
Bros. lock, stock and barrel.” Macleay was named working manager, and
partnership cattle were to be branded with Emerson’s Rocking P brand.30
It was from this point on that the ranch at the home place increasingly
assumed the appellation the “Rocking P.”

3 | Nature’s Fury and the Tattered Dream

39

The Riddle and Macleay brothers extended family period thus came
to a relatively abrupt end. Considering the fact that it ended on a sour
note financially speaking, it could be seen as a period of abject failure.
To judge it as such, however, would be somewhat misleading. Rod’s share
of an expanded partnership had grown to 50 percent, and he and Laura
were the sole proprietors of the home place. But perhaps most importantly, it was out of this early stage that Rod himself carried with him
some important lessons that would help him survive in the ranching
business, at times against rather formidable odds. The most important
of these lessons were respect for Mother Nature and the need to be flexible, that is, to adapt to both market and financial circumstances as they
presented themselves.
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4

The Rocking P Ranch
(and Farm)
Macleay and Emerson wasted little time in rebuilding their cattle inventory. They may have made out reasonably well financially after 1909 as
the price of cattle on the depleted southern Alberta (and Saskatchewan)
pastures rebounded.1 However, their partnership lasted just six years.
This was largely because of Emerson’s age (he was born in 1841); but
according to local historian Lillian Knupp, it was also because the two
men’s business philosophies were very different.2 Macleay was a “hardnosed” businessman who was willing to pursue any agricultural practices that were likely to make money, while Emerson still embodied in
many real ways the transition of the region from a fur trade and open
bison range into one characterized by free-roaming herds of cattle and
horses. Emerson was informal in his approach, to say the least. He managed largely by an “uncanny sense” and a “keen eye” but either spurned
or resisted the more careful business techniques. He “kept no records
of his … dealings.” After his partnership with Macleay ended he apparently “took all of Rod’s carefully kept accounts for the [past] six years
… opened the lid of the stove and stuffed them in; the deal was closed.”
The Gordon, Ironside and Fares beef conglomerate out of Winnipeg once
made inquiries about a $5,000 cheque it had issued to Emerson three
years previously for cattle the firm had bought and shipped to Chicago.
George “searched his belongings [and] found it wadded up in his vest
pocket, all worn and tobacco stained.”3
Knupp’s descriptions say as much about Rod Macleay as George
Emerson. Macleay was meticulous in all his dealings; and this would
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eventually prove instrumental in the development, expansion, and, indeed, the survival, of his entire operation. He was also a fast learner.
Working from 1914 on without outside partners for the first time, he
never again left unattended cattle on the Red Deer range. He shipped
any cattle from his eastern pastures that were ready for the market before
winter set in and trailed the younger and more delicate stock back to the
home place where it could be watched and nurtured closely.4 Eventually,
he left some cattle, presumably more mature and reasonably hardy twoand three-year-old steers, on the Red Deer, and he hired someone to see
to the care of the stock. Also, as farming increased in the area so did the
availability of feed in the form of the straw piles the farmers left in the
fields after harvest. In those days threshing machines were stationary
when in operation and grossly inefficient compared to modern combines. The excess straw the machines cast off as waste always had more
kernels of shelled grain left in it than would be considered acceptable
today. When a farmer and rancher could work out a realistic agreement
to utilize this otherwise worthless residue as a form of winter grazing
rather than leave it to rot in the fields, it just made common sense. A
foreman and crew would spend the winter moving the cattle from pile to
pile. This system had the effect of expanding Macleay’s land base without
requiring him to invest in the costs of ownership. At the home place he
fed his cattle on his own hay, but he also paid local farmers to pasture
some of the stock on their straw piles. Farmers, both there and on the
eastern ranges, actually even assumed responsibility for cutting water
holes in ice-covered sloughs, lakes, or streams for the cattle and for moving them as necessary to the natural shelter of a valley or patch of trees.5
Macleay’s inclination to work out these arrangements with his neighbours indicates his practical approach to the grazing industry. He helped
them market their excess supplies of grain, straw, and hay, and they in
turn saw to the welfare of his stock during the most difficult time of the
year. He was similarly pragmatic with regard to the forms of agricultural
production he was prepared to embrace. When it made business sense,
he was willing to diversify beyond cattle, and now the horse business,
into any sub-industry he could think of. In other words, he was willing
to operate like so many other family outfits that sustained their livelihood through the first half of the twentieth century in western prairie
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Canada. The Rocking P Gazette speaks of chickens and eggs on the ranch
as well as milk cows.6 These were kept to supply the country table. Hogs,
also mentioned in the Gazette, contributed to the table too but, more
importantly, were a means of making use of substandard grain.7
Rod also did not balk at tilling the soil and harvesting grain in the
search for cash to finance his debts. After purchasing the Bar S ranch in
1919, which had a sizeable farming component, he committed to grain
production.8 He seeded down some of the more arable land around the
home place. Two of the regular workers, “Clem and Val, left here Nov.
13th … to help thresh,” the Rocking P Gazette reported in November
1923, and “after a strenuous week of work they returned on Nov. 19th,
with two loads of oats, which filled the out-bin, and also the bunkhouse.”9 Later the same month one of the men “celebrated the finish of
the threshing, by staying in bed until 9 a.m.,” the Gazette jokingly noted.
“When he arose he” luxuriated “by taking a bath.” He completed “his
toilet by using ‘Florida Water,’ and massaging his face, in some oriental
solution, with much admired results.”10
The oats were used principally to feed Rocking P horses. However,
Macleay also planted and harvested wheat as a cash crop to bolster his
beef sales. During the post–World War I depression from 1920 through
1925, beef prices declined dramatically. Wheat fell on the world market
too, but it bottomed out at about a dollar a bushel and oscillated upward to as much as a dollar and a half. In that range, it was more or less
profitable. Two of the ranch hands, “T[ommy] McKinnon and Jimmy
Hendrie, returned two grain-tanks [filled with wheat] to the High River
Wheat & Cattle Co. on Oct 5th,” the Gazette reported in 1924.11 Grain
tanks carried twice the load of the average wagon. Producers used them
to deliver their grain to a shipping point where an elevator company then
sent it by rail to the East and overseas by steamer. On 25 October 1924,
hired man Ed Orvis “brought two new grain tanks out from Cayley” to
be filled and returned.12
Macleay and others like him realized what ranchers before them
never understood. Ranch sustainability depends in no small way on the
preservation of the natural environment. The way to get the best production out of the land was to treat it with respect. However, the concept
of sustainability was not applied until the drought of the 1930s forced
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Figure 4.1. A cartoon sketch by Maxine Macleay, Rocking P Gazette, October 1924, 19.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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the issue. Grassland management and sustainable farming techniques
are still an evolving science, but at the time there was a simple recognition that when something was removed it should be put back. In the
1930s, Rod was using phosphate fertilizer on the 4,000 acres of land he
was cropping annually. Lately, artificial fertilizers have got a poor press
from environmentalists, principally because of the residue they leave
particularly in our natural water sources.13 In the 1930s, however, the
latter problem was not understood and fertilizers were rightly considered a way to restore much of the nutritional ingredients field crops were
removing. Macleay “carefully studies agriculture (not just cattle),” the
Lethbridge Herald reported, and in 1931, “after 3 years of study … he
used a carload of phosphate fertilizer on his grain land.” This “increased
the yield to 10 bushels to the acre” and ripened the grain “10 days earlier.” By then grain was contributing directly to beef production. Macleay
was finding barley more suitable to the short growing season in the hills
than wheat, and according to the Herald, he was using virtually all of it
to grain finish cattle in his “feedlots.”14 “All of the many corrals … are
supplied with running water,” the paper added. “Each … is well-staffed;
most of the ‘hands’ having been handling [Macleay stock] for years.”
The above newspaper article reported that retailers in Montreal
were featuring Macleay’s well-marbled beef in their ads.15 Over the
years, Macleay also attempted to market some cattle internationally.
He first exported to the United States in 1907 and then to the United
Kingdom in 1910. As the Great Depression set in the late 1920s and
early 1930s he expended considerable effort to get the Western Stock
Growers’ Association, the Canadian Council of Beef Producers and the
department of Agriculture in Ottawa to lend their support to the British
trade.16 He was successful in that endeavor and from 1930 through 1933
he also shipped more of his own cattle to that market. He knew very well
what the buyers wanted and, along with other reputable ranchers like
the McIntyres and A. E. Cross, who controlled their breeding and had
enough cattle to be selective, often impressed British buyers. Evidence
from Macleay’s sales provides yet more examples of the advantages the
new family ranchers had over the former corporations that had dominated the first cattle frontier. It was a new era with new rules. In the earliest
years, the United Kingdom had been the target market for surplus cattle,
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and only grass-fattened animals were sent from the Canadian west to the
markets there. Grass fat tends to be “soft” and to “shrink” away rather
badly when the animals are pulled off the ranges. The corporation cattle
had thus tended to lose much of their weight on the long trips by rail
and steamer to the United Kingdom. One expert writing in the 1890s
put it as follows: “cattle wild, excitable and soft off grass, are driven to
the railway, held sometimes for days on poor pasture waiting for cars,
and finally, after more or less unavoidably rough handling, are forced on
board” an ocean steamer. “After a journey of five thousand miles … our
grass-fed range steers arrive in British lairages [sic] gaunt and shrunken,
looking more like stockers than beeves,” and the British “think we have
no feed.”17
The other problem for the company ranches was the impossibility
of achieving efficient breed selection at a time when on the open range
any bulls could access any cows at any time of the year. Scrub bulls of
low quality had roamed widely and constantly competed with any better
beef bulls the ranchers introduced. Even after the corporate ranching
era, the problem of poor-quality cattle continued. Part of the problem
was that the producers who made an effort to raise a better quality
were not properly recompensed, in part because of the lack of a modern
grading system. Consequently, the quality of progeny, whether properly
finished or not, was always relatively low compared to the best British
animals. Time and again in the 1880s and 1890s reporters attending
the auctions at Liverpool, Manchester, and Glasgow had commented:
the Canadian cattle “were of a middling and ordinary quality;18 “from
abroad the supplies of stock consisted of 700 cattle from Canada which
were a moderate lot. Some of these were taken for keep [i.e. feeding],
the rougher description meeting the worst trade of the season, entailing
heavy losses for the exporters;”19
In entering the British markets, Macleay attempted to overcome
both these problems. Obviously, he had the means to produce well-finished beef. Moreover, as the photographs below help to demonstrate, by
this time he had been able to raise the quality of his stock to the highest
possible level, mainly by working year after year to upgrade his breeding program. His grandson offers the following elaborate description
of his approach:20
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Rod had no preference for breed, or colour, but he did recognize hybrid vigor. He was not biased, one way or the other,
and never expounded on the merits of any single breed. He
practiced cross breeding, whether by design or by accident,
before anyone else, and as usual, it was contrary to the popular trend. He generally had a mixed battery of bulls consisting of just about all the beef breeds available. Basically, by
1930, the herd looked Hereford but there were Angus, Galloway, Shorthorn and even two imported Highland bulls. The
number per breed varied from year to year. [His] … breeding plan … can be best described as mixed breeding, but it
was still cross breeding and it was not very fashionable. He
maintained this approach throughout his career when the
popular consensus was to “straight” breed, with any breed,
and the closer you got to purebred the better. Anything
showing mixed blood was a mongrel.
His initial herd was Shorthorn, like everyone else’s, because there was little choice if you needed numbers. After
… WWI, he used a lot of Hereford bulls, which by that time
were the most common breed available. He was partial to
roan cattle and in 1928 he decided to swing back to Shorthorn, in a big way of course, but it would come at an enormous … cost for one year. He bought one Hereford from
Walter Davis and one Her[e]ford from Charlie Lehr but the
vast majority were Shorthorns. A whopping 28 came from
the Calgary bull sale at a cost of $280 a head and then 19
more came from Mr. Dryden of Brooklyn, Ontario for $175
a head. This was a huge replacement rate nearly 50 head, all
the same age and amounting to nearly 50 per cent of the bull
battery. He did a similar thing back in 1917–18, when he went
to Her[e]ford buying 54 head within a year. A normal annual
replacement rate would be about 20 per cent annually. The
1928 purchases would all have to be replaced about the same
time and he would have to do it all over again. He must have
regretted not doing it two years earlier because it could have
been done at half the cost.21
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Figure 4.2. Recognizing theat Shorthorn, Hereford and Angus were numerically by far
the dominant breeds, not just in Albertan but North American beef cattle operations
generally, the Husbandry Department at the University of Alberta saw fit in 1928 to
specialize in the scientific development of those three breeds alone. The Gateway, 8
November, 1928, 1. See “Peel’s Prairie Provinces,” University of Alberta Libraries, Page 1,
Item Ar00103.

The Rocking P Gazette reported in April 1925 that “R Macleay bought
eleven head of bulls at the Calgary Bull Sale, and they arrived home on
the 12th the cowpunchers being Val Blake and Ted Nelson.”22 By mixing
top bulls with his best cows Macleay was able to produce better offspring
and improve his herd overall. As noted above, to ensure that poorer
heifer calves did not hurt herd quality he subjected them to the spaying
“hook” before fattening them out.23
The Old-World dealers and auctioneers were most impressed with
the Macleay cattle. “Better by a long way,” than many others being offered, one of the latter noted on 29 November 1930. “Some sold this a.m.
for 20 pounds a head, some 19 pounds, 8 shillings and 5 pence” which
was pretty much the top of the price range at that point.24 The British
buyers were used to well-bred Hereford, Angus, and Shorthorn stock
in their sales rings—the type that most consistently provided highly
finished beef—and they would not have been impressed with anything
less.25 The commentator was clearly lecturing Canadian producers when
he noted that evidently all they had to do was “send a good beast and he
will get a market.” His animals will compete favourably “with Irish &
English cattle.”
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Figure 4.3. Spaying heifer on scaffold, Maple Creek area, Saskatchewan, 1897. Glenbow
Archives, NA-3811-96.

The Canadian government and, presumably, a lot of the other western beef producers, were thankful to those who diverted trade to Britain
because it took some of the pressure off the North American market and
for a while at least seemed to support prices. Following is a transcription in the Macleay family papers of a letter from the Department of
Agriculture to Rod Macleay.
On the whole, Dept is of the opinion that exporting of these
cattle has beneficially affected the Western Market situation.
… Stiffening of prices on market actually materialized when
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shipments were in progress. Those who consigned cattle
in connection with these shipments will have contributed
greatly to betterment of market situation. We appreciate the
part you have played in this effort to help the industry and
hope it may be as much advantage to you personally as it
apparently has been to the average beef producer in this
country.26
However, Macleay’s characteristically meticulous records of costs and returns told him that this lot of cattle lost between $.61 and $1.41 a head in
comparison to what he felt he could have got for them in Canada. There
can be little doubt that part of the difference was the excess shrinkage to
which grass-fattened cattle were subject. Following is a set of Macleay’s
records for this trip.
Nov 1, 1930
Steers weight 1220 lbs per head when loaded at Brooks
Value at Brooks @ 5 cents per pound was $61.00/head
Net returns of Manchester was $60.39/head
Loss per head
0.61/head
CPR freight to Montreal$900.88
Stock Yards Montreal 138.17
Ocean feed and bedding 145.72
Ocean freight @15.00 each
870.00
Misc etc – total 2190.28
Comm etc Manchester 194.96
Total Charges

$2385.2.27

From 1931 through to 1933, therefore, Macleay diversified his approach.
He sold some grass-fattened cattle domestically and shipped two other
types overseas. The first were “store” (or feeder) steers off the grass that
were young—mostly two-year-olds—and still lean or (as the cattlemen
would say) “green” enough that they did not have a lot of flesh on their
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Figure 4.4. Preparing to load cattle on rail cars at Cayley stockyards. The white faces
reflect Hereford and possibly Hereford/Angus crosses, which British buyers desired.
These cattle were definitely not well finished and would, therefore, be offered for
sale as feeders. Photograph property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.

carcasses to lose during the long journey. They targeted the feeder market. British farmers liked these cattle too, because once settled in they
fattened up rapidly on their lush grasses, abundant supplies of corn, and
turnips. The other type Macleay shipped were three-year-old steers that
he had fattened on his own barley and feed wheat. He sent 307 head
on 13 May 1932 and another 40 on 5 July 1932. These cattle were all
cut out of a set of 585 he “had fed through” the previous winter. They
were “a good lot” and “well finished” by the standards of the day. They
weighed out very well considering the stresses. The one set we know of
netted 1228 pounds, which was excellent, and brought $.05 per pound,
or $61.40 a head.
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Figure 4.5. Loading Macleay cattle at Cayley, Alberta, 1945. Charlie Glass (left
foreground), George Chattaway (right foreground). Photograph property of the Blades
and Chattaway families and their descendants.

The next year Macleay sold a similar set of three-year-olds in Great
Britain. Though they hit a particularly soft market, he was by then convinced that a long-term reciprocal trade agreement with the Mother
Country was worth pursuing. As the chairman of the Council of Western
Beef Producers in 1934, he advocated a national cattle marketing plan
to the Stevens Commission in the House of Commons, which included lowered freight rates on export shipments and, if necessary, government-imposed minimum prices.28 He noted that the United Kingdom
was the one market that might help the industry. He suggested that
Canada increase the preference on British imports in exchange for “an
outlet for our cattle.” Soon thereafter, however, the United States entered
a more liberal period with respect to international trade, and as prices
in North America began an extended period of gradual improvement,
Macleay and Canadian cattlemen generally were again able to market
their product more profitably on their own side of the Atlantic.29 Evidence
suggests that from that time on Rod continued to finish a percentage of
his slaughter cattle on grain. Thus, for instance, in her compiled history
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notes, daughter Dorothy wrote that in 1938 “steers were put in the feedlots at the Bar S, about 350 hd of three year olds.”
Evidently, then, Rod Macleay was flexible in his management style
and basically prepared to attempt any forms of production and marketing that he felt might help him profit financially. He also understood
the importance of hands-on control on his ranch/farms. This was something few other big operators grasped. The great ranches had found it
impossible to mould their workforces into a model of efficiency, mainly
because the men who actually owned the ranch, or even had a significant financial investment in it, lived offsite—in a number of cases, far
away in Montreal or New York or even across the Atlantic in Britain.
The Walrond outfit in the Porcupine Hills to the south of the Macleays
had an onsite manager who was in charge of daily operations, and it also
normally had a couple of foremen, but none of the members of the board
of directors or even the general manager or any of the investors ever
dwelt on, or even visited, the ranch for any extended periods of time.30
A similar situation existed on the first Canadian version of the 76 ranch,
the original Circle Three, and even the Bar U after 1897 when the owner,
George Lane, moved his home to Calgary.31 Any rancher or farmer today will verify that this is far from ideal, as wage workers on their own
will seldom if ever channel their energies toward the success or survival
of the business with the same dedication they are able to muster when
someone whose personal wealth is at stake is onsite, visible, and firmly
holding the reins in his hands.
Rod Macleay could not be everywhere all the time on his vast landholdings, but he developed a management system to make up for that
fact. In today’s language, he used a management team. First on the team
was wife Laura, who looked after the payroll, books, and domestic matters, which included struggling with a never-ending rotation of cooks
and, at times, filling in herself. Stewart Riddle (Rod’s cousin and brother-in-law) became his assistant manager of operations starting in 1919.
He looked after the farming end and the general goings-on at the Bar S.
There were also foremen on the Red Deer River ranch and the TL.32 Rod
had various ways of helping such people feel they had a vested interest
in his ranches by allowing them the privilege of running cattle, or in
Stewart’s case, race horses, on his grass. His daughters were also drawn
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into the inner circle at a very early age. He gave them a cattle brand when
they were seven and nine years old.
Macleays relied on a lot of people and a lot of people relied on
Macleays. And yet, nobody ever doubted that the old man was the boss
to the day he died. This, no doubt, was to some extent a result of the
fact that he was prepared to get his own hands dirty. When possible, he
helped with the big bi-annual roundups on the wider and more distant
ranges himself (and, as we will see, in so doing, sometimes put his life
and limbs at risk).33 He also worked closely with his men attending to a
multiplicity of rather manual tasks whenever he could. Following are
reports in the Rocking P Gazette newspaper of the varied multitude of
jobs he attended to, working head and shoulder with men on his payroll
over the course of a year and a half in the 1920s.
“All the calves were dehorned … in the latter part of the
month. The job was done at the Bar S, the main cowboys
were R. Macleay, S. Riddle, V. Blake, R. Raynor, C. Walters
and F. Sharpe;”34 “The home field was worked by R. Macleay,
S. Riddle, C. Walters and Val Blake on May 3rd;”35 “R. Macleay and C. Walters pulled a cow of[f] the bog at the Calf
Camp on the 25th;36 “Robert Raynor … assisted by R. Macleay
and S. Riddle have been very busy lately, building a new hay
rack, with which they are going to feed the bulls;”37 “The first
bunch of beef cows were shipped from Cayley on the first.
The punchers were R. Macleay, S. Riddle, Bill Kreps, and
Bill Livingstone;”38 “The second bunch of beef was shipped
on February 10th. The punchers R. Macleay, S. Riddle and
Bill Kreps started them from the Bar S on Feb. 8th. Going as
far as the Henry place that night. The next day they made it
to Drumhellar’s and on the 10th Cayley;”39 “The calves from
Section thirteen were weaned on October 26th by Roderick
Macleay, Val Blake, Tex Smith, George Peddie, Max and
her “pard;”40 “On Sunday Oct. 26th, S. Riddle, R. Macleay,
R. Raynor, V. Blake, R. Smith, E. Orvis and T. McKinnon
figured and figured, pulled, moved and adjusted the brakes
on the new grain tanks. They worked all morning and finally
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Figure 4.6. Talk about getting his own hands dirty, Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, 16.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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came to the conclusion that the rod should be shortened;”41
“Stewart Riddle and Rod Macleay stooked about twenty
acres apiece on Sept 10th (so they say).”42
First under Emerson’s mentorship, and then on his own, Macleay obviously learned and then mastered all the tools of the trade he needed to
run an efficient operation. By the 1930s he was experimenting with some
cutting-edge methods for growing wheat as well as barley, he was using
selective breeding to improve his cattle, he was feeding grain to some of
his steers in a so-called feedlot system, and he was also in the hog and
horse businesses. After freeing themselves from various partnerships,
the Macleays were still far from alone. They relied on a vast number of
people, as he and Laura built a business of their own consisting of the
two of them and certain key people, which, later on, they were to expand to include daughters Dorothy and Maxine. That story is critical
to our apprehension of the relative efficiencies of the family approach.
Accordingly, it is to it that we will now turn.
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5

Enlisting the Nuclear Family,
1909–1925
Even more important than diversification, expansion, and hands-on
control in sustaining Macleay ranches from 1906 on was the family approach. This corroborates Elliott West’s view of the economics of this
form of production as the mainstay of settler success in the American
West:
The pioneer household was an economic mechanism of mutually-dependent parts … a productive unit, often a remarkably effective and self-sustaining one. Fathers did the heaviest labor—sod busting, construction, and fence-building on
a homestead … and took off in search of other wage work
when necessary. Mothers handled the multitude of domestic duties, cared for barnyard animals, gardened, and earned
cash by washing, cooking, and sewing for others. Children
filled in wherever they were needed … the frontier’s popular image is one of individualism and self-reliance … but
the transformation of the nineteenth-century West could be
more accurately pictured as a familial conquest, an occupation by tens of thousands of intra-dependent households.1
Because the Macleays’ holdings were so much larger than average, their
division of responsibilities was not exactly as Professor West outlines.
However, the fact of the sharing of responsibilities and mutual dependence within the family relationship certainly was. The other person who
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put heart and soul into the Macleay organization was Roderick’s wife
Laura. To treat her as some histories of the West have treated women in
general—little more than an enigma, a sort of hazy figure hovering in the
background—would be unforgivable.2 Roderick himself gave due credit
to Laura as his “right-hand man,” acknowledging most of all that no one
other than himself played as important a role in the Macleay operation.3
She was well equipped to help him. At twenty-one she had graduated with
a degree in business from Newport Academy and Grade School, with a
course load that had included commercial arithmetic, commercial law,
English composition, commercial geography, stenography, typewriting,
and bookkeeping. As we will see, her willingness to apply her energies,
and her education, to work on the ranch provides support for historian
Mary Kinnear’s argument that women in rural western Canada generally during the interwar period could actually gain something from
rising to the difficult challenges of country life. These women, Kinnear
believes, appreciated the self-esteem they achieved through their sacrifices and their contributions to the rural economy. They were able to feel
that they were true partners on the land.4 From the time she met Rod in
Vermont, Laura Sturtevant’s life must often have seemed to her something of a whirlwind. Rod swept her off her feet during that short visit in
November 1905. On 12 December, only a few weeks after they had met,
the two were married in St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, Newport. This
was a particularly short engagement for those days, almost scandalous,
when a reasonable period was required for just about everything. Like
most other things in the Macleays’ life, it was motivated by practicalities
of time and distance. But it was still quite a plunge, especially for Laura,
whose whole lifestyle would change dramatically and irreversibly.
When Laura left her socially refined home in Newport, family and
friends predicted that she would last a year at most in the wild and woolly west. In January 1906 she moved with Rod into what by homestead
standards was a reasonably nice five-bedroom house then on the home
place. But she must surely have experienced cultural shock crowded
in with a household of men.5 Sometime soon after her arrival the men
expanded the house with an addition that became a dining room and
kitchen. But this could only have provided minor relief to the heavy burden Laura carried in preparing three meals a day for the partners and up
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to seven other men when the haying crews were at work. Laura no doubt
felt isolated in those days as well and, for much of the time, lonely. She
did not see another woman for seven months; there were no telephones
or gramophones and the post office was eight to nine miles away at the
Bar U. If there was time, someone would go to the post office every week,
but often two or three weeks would pass before the mail was retrieved.
With her husband’s support, however, Laura proved up to the challenge. From her arrival, she took charge of domestic functions. This was
a daunting task. To feed the men, she had dried and canned provisions
plus flour and other staples hauled in from High River, then the nearest
town some twenty-five miles to the northeast, and less often from the
village of Cayley (incorporated in 1904), which was about half the distance away in the same general direction.6 Travel in those days was slow
compared to modern times. In the first decades of the twentieth century
it was by horse, or horse and buggy, and after the automobile became
common in rural districts in the early 1920s, the roads were so poor that
it improved very little. Laura and Roderick’s grandson explains that even
in the early post–World War II period mobility in the Porcupine Hills
was still severely limited:
A good road was any stretch of country with no gates to
open and a few people living along the way in case you ran
into trouble. A bad road had gates and no hope of help. The
road down Happy Valley where Highway 22 [north to High
River and Calgary] runs today used to be on the west side of
the valley. It was a bad road. It was not actually even a decent
trail. Nearly every mile there was a gate and we used to get
out and line up the planks for creek crossings.
For weeks we used to compile lists of things we needed,
just in case someone went to town. Twice a year Dad would
make a major trip to Nanton [just 17 miles to the east] and
bring back six months of supplies such as flour, dried fruits,
coffee, tea, sugar and assorted dry goods. People used root
houses, meat houses, milk cows, chickens and preserves.
They were not dependent on how late the “super stores”
were open or how well the shelves were stocked. Any trip to
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Figure 5.1. As this 1924 depiction suggests, after a rainy period, or during spring
thaw-up, or when the snow was deep, it was more efficient to use the horse and buggy to
transport people and goods than the early motorized vehicles. Rocking P Gazette, April
1924, 10. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Calgary was an overnight venture and mail was a sought-after treasure. Tobacco and whiskey actually created more
trails than they are given credit for and I can’t think of a one
of us who has to open a gate to get to town today.7
Throughout more or less the entirety of Laura’s life on the ranch, therefore, when particular provisions ran out or were missed on one of the
widely spaced food runs, it was not possible for anyone to make a quick
trip to the grocery store. During the winter, she got potatoes and other
vegetables from the root house and beef and wild game from the meat/
ice house.8 In the summer months she picked her vegetables from the
garden about a mile to the east. In the early years, she worked without
even running water. Originally the men carted in spring water in a barrel
on a stone boat.9 In 1909 they drilled a well between the bunkhouse and
the blacksmith shop to a depth of 100 feet. It had lots of water, but it had
to be pumped by hand. The hole was drilled so crooked it wore out the
rods quickly, and in October 1912 they drilled a new well; and then a
storage tank, windmill, and waterline provided Laura with the luxury of
running water for the first time to cook, launder, and wash.
Laura, and from time to time in the earlier years her cousin-in-law,
Margaret Riddle—who would reappear from the East time and again
over the next eight years to provide much-appreciated help and companionship—not only coped with cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry but
also milked cows, seeded and weeded the garden, and kept, killed, and
plucked chickens and gathered eggs. She also learned to contribute to
the food supply in a way she had almost certainly never previously foreseen. Margaret appears to have been her teacher in this respect. The pair
would take a buggy and a .22 rifle and head out after game. The results
were significant. They managed to keep the larder well supplied with
sharp-tailed grouse—a welcomed addition to the family diet when quick
trips to the store were impossible. Laura became proficient with a gun
and she continued to hunt on her own even in later years. A remarkably
accomplished poem in the Rocking P Gazette of April 1924 was without
doubt written to recognize this fact. Titled “The Little Twenty-Two,” it
was written by Macleay ranch cowpuncher Tommy McKinnon.10
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Figure 5.2. Roderick and Laura Macleay, in 1947, with their grandchildren. From left
to right: Betty Blades (standing), Ernest (Mac) Blades (held by Roderick), Rod Blades
(standing), Clay Chattaway (held by Laura), and Ethel Blades (standing). Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.

I am going to get married very soon I expect.
The way we got acquainted was through the Gazette,
And all that she wrote me all will come true,
A bunch of prairie chickens and a little twenty-two.
She wrote me a letter so perfect and neat,
Enclosed with the letter was a photo so sweet,
She sure looks a real dandy and I hope it is true!
A bunch of prairie chickens and a little twenty-two.
She calls herself Jessie I won’t tell you the rest,
To keep it a secret I think it is best,
But when we are married I’ll show her to you,
With a bunch of prairie chickens and a little twenty-two.
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Now all of you young fellows a warning do take,
And send in a nice little ad to the Gazette,
And I dearly do hope the same luck will reach you,
And get a nice girl that owns a twenty-two.
Don’t get a flapper for you’re sure to repent,
Get a nice little girl that is quiet and content,
One that will get out and rustle the dinner for you,
A bunch of prairie chickens and a little twenty-two.
I hope that nice letter wasn’t really a fake,
My heart will be broken, my whole life’s at stake,
For I am expecting the wedding to go through,
And get that nice girl that owns a twenty-two.
At the end of the poem there is an “Addition” announcing “with deep
regret that the girl with the chickens and twenty-two has been wed for
years—so this won’t come true.”
While handling all the tasks noted above, Laura raised and nurtured
Dorothy and Maxine. In the remote country environment, this included
performing duties the modern reader might overlook. “If you want your
hair bobbed, trimmed, plucked, or curled, go to Mrs. R. R. Macleay at the
Home Ranch,” reads the Gazette of September 1924.11 Over the years, as
we will see, the Macleays dramatically expanded their land and livestock
holdings, making the employment of a very large labour force necessary.
In 1909 there were fourteen men and one woman on the regular payroll;
by 1920 there were seventy-three. All of the employees had to be boarded
because, as we will see, transportation systems were far too slow to allow
men to commute from the nearest town.12 At that point the Macleays
also hired a cook. This was not always a sure thing, however: “FOUND,
Amid great rejoicing on the Part of Mrs. R. Macleay and her sister after
a strenuous month in the kitchen—one cook,” the Gazette reported in
September 1924.13 The sister was Gertrude, the widow of Rod’s brother
Dr. Kenneth. She visited the ranch quite often in the 1920s and stayed
for extended periods. The March 1925 Gazette reports: “Our eighth cook
left on the 28th, Bob Reeves taking him to Cayley. This makes an average

5 | Enlisting the Nuclear Family, 1909–1925

63

Figure 5.3. Daughter Dorothy with the twenty-two and her quarry. Rocking P Gazette,
29 April 1924, 29. Photograph property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.

of about one a month since Charlie Lung left last fall.”14 When a cook
was available to help with domestic duties, Laura did not suddenly find
time to sit around. She took on extra errands, including making the long
and difficult run to High River or even Calgary for parts or equipment
that Rod and the men required to keep the ranch running. “Mrs. L. S.
Macleay has had a raise this month on account of extra freighting work
done for binders and so forth.”15
Fortunately, as they got older the two Macleay daughters were able
to share some of the load. Countless entries in the Rocking P Gazette
document the full range of their activities at the tender ages of twelve
through fifteen.
“Max and her pard [Dorothy] plucked eleven chickens on
Jan. 25th, 1925.”16 “Egg production has increased this month.
The first of February was celebrated by everyone having fresh
eggs for breakfast.”17
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No doubt the girls sometimes felt stretched by the pull between their
barnyard chores and domestic duties on one hand and those they were
required to undertake on the ranges with the hired ranch hands and
their father, “the Boss,” on the other.
“Bert Beaucook helped by Max and her ‘pard’ moved 215 head
of steers from Section 33 to the Mountain field Sept. 23.”18
“Home field worked by the Boss, Max and her ‘pard’ on Feb
19th. Fifty-six head were cut [out] and then taken over to the
Bar S feed ground.”19
“R.R. Macleay, Stewart Riddle, Max and her pard worked the
lake field on the 27, 28, 29 and 30th of December, cutting all
cows and calves and thin cows and heifers.”20
“Jan 30th was a very hard day for Clem, Max[ine], and her
‘pard’. They worked swift and fast at the Calf Camp separating the fat calves from the beef calves.”21
Undaunted, the girls at times rode out on their own:
“Max and her pard rode the west field … and found 24 more
calves that were missed when the field was rounded up earlier in the month.”22
Both the Macleay girls’ cowhand talents and contributions were recognized in a poem in the Gazette appropriately titled “The Feminine
Cowboy.” The author was Robert Raynor, the ranch handyman, who also
had the unusual distinction of being a Justice of the Peace.
See the merry feminine Cow-boy
As she rides the meadows through,
Swings her quirt with careless joy,
While dashing off the dew.
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Figure 5.4. Dorothy and Maxine lending a hand with and without their father. Rocking
P Gazette, November 1924, 5. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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Riding down the quiet Vale,
Climbing o’er the hill,
They differ from the Cowboy male,
They never stop to roll a pill.23
They wear the wide-brim hat,
And they love to roam
The range between the U flat
And the spot called home, sweet home.
They would rather be out riding
For the Boss of the Anchor P.24
And on the snow be sliding
Than play golf with their Aun-tee.25
As Professor West’s description suggests, Laura, Dorothy, and Maxine
Macleay’s tendency to blur traditional gender roles while working outdoors was a widespread second frontier phenomenon. There are literally
hundreds of examples, many in the foothills of Alberta, to illustrate this.
On the CC ranch on Mosquito Creek near Nanton, Evelyn Cochrane’s responsibility after she arrived from England was planting and nurturing
the garden while caring for her children. She too was efficient with a gun
and routinely shot prairie chickens and ducks and often defended the
chicken coop from “mountain cats.”26 Other women attended to barnyard chores and the care of livestock. In 1901 Katherine Austin joined
her husband Fred on their homestead in the Crowsnest Pass area, where
they ran both horses and cattle. During that winter, Fred worked out at a
lumber company in the Pass while Katherine cared for the baby, looked
after their modest home, and fed and nurtured livestock—even donning
her husband’s clothing so that the milk cow would accept her. It was her
milk, butter, and eggs that paid the taxes and much of the regular living
expenses.27 In the same area, Johanne Pedersen was frequently left alone
to take care of the family ranch and her seven children while her husband worked as a freighter. Along with attending to her many domestic
chores, she was known to “stack hay, stook grain, clear land, saw wood by
hand and brand calves.”28 Jessie Louise Bateman of the Jumping Pound
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district west of Calgary milked cows in an open corral in fair weather
and foul. Apparently, she “could milk two cows to anyone else’s one.”29
Her neighbour, Susan Copithorne, had come to Canada from Ireland
as a child’s maid before marrying a rancher. She learned to milk cows,
churn butter, and raise chickens.30
It was not just on frontiers in western Canada and the United States
that this situation occurred. It transpired in the same period wherever
frontier conditions prevailed—even on the far side of the globe. At the
time the family unit was shaping the cattle industry in western North
America, it was also helping to initiate it in three extremely remote
and isolated regions of the Northern Territory in Australia. While the
climatic and ecological conditions were very different in those regions
from those anywhere on the western American plains, the problems
of starting a new cattle business where it had never existed before, and
where capital and infrastructure were short, was virtually the same.31
The fact that female input proved just as versatile and as necessary thus
helps us emphasize the importance of the latter circumstances. To take
just one of numerous examples: near Alice Springs, William Hayes, wife
Mary, and six children developed the Owen Springs and Undoolya cattle stations from the late 1870s forward. William reported that “the two
girls participated” in running the station, “every bit as much as their …
brothers … and they did not hesitate to undertake the same duties.” “I
understand you acknowledge your daughters to be as good as yourself on
the station?” a reporter once asked William. “I do, indeed,” he replied,
“there is no phase of bush and station life that they are unable to tackle.
… They are thorough horsewomen, with or without saddles, and can
muster cattle with the best men I ever had.” “Can they shoe a horse?”
the reporter asked. “Of course they can shoe a horse.” “Can they brand
cattle?” “Yes; and shoot and dress a beast when the beef has run out. They
also break in colts and go out for a week or two at anytime with a couple
of [cowhands] mustering cattle. They think nothing of camping under
the stars and, in fact, can do anything with stock that men can do.”32
Collaboration and support by all the members of the family were
required to sustain the frontier ranch. In ignoring tradition and working both on the range and in the barnyard, Laura, Dorothy, and Maxine
Macleay, like their counterparts living under similar circumstances in
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other parts of the world, were just doing what they had to do to sustain
their way of life. They were called upon to support a system of production and they accepted the challenge because there was little choice. Our
next chapter illustrates the contributions Laura in particular made with
respect to the strictly business side of cattle ranching. Her input in this
area was, if not unique, certainly extraordinary.
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Finance Matters
Someone asked Rod Macleay in his later years how he had managed to
build up and maintain his holdings through difficult periods, which
would have included the post–World War I depression and, of course,
the “Dirty Thirties.” He claimed it was just second nature for him. He
said that as a child he had been the little fellow in his family while all four
of his brothers were huge, and he had learned the best way to fight was by
using his head rather than his brawn. The credit he gave at other times
to Laura suggests that he would readily have admitted that her head was
instrumental in his success too. Unquestionably, Laura’s participation in
the Macleays’ very complex business affairs was crucial. To clarify those
affairs, it is necessary to go back to 1914 and the end of the Macleay–
Emerson partnership.
To buy out Emerson, Rod needed to take a line of credit with the
Union Bank in High River.1 Emerson’s share of the partnership came to
$80,000, and operating capital requirements pushed the loan to $227,000.
This was an immense sum for the time, and yet over the next few years
Rod threw caution to the wind in expanding his holdings and taking on
further and substantial burdens. Arguably, at this stage of his life, still
relatively young and certainly ambitious, he made one of the mistakes
the great ranchers had frequently made: he took on more than he could
handle. Early in the winter of 1916, an attractive ranch southwest of the
home place, the TL outfit on Willow Creek, then owned by Dan Riley and
his brother-in-law, Fulton Thompson, came up for sale.2 Macleay wanted
it, but his local banker did not have the authority to lend him the money. Undeterred and strong-willed as always, Rod went to Winnipeg and
persuaded the “higher ups” in the bank to advance him the necessary
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credit. On 10 March, he purchased the TL “lock stock and barrel.”3 The
total deal was for $92,439. The 1,200 cattle were priced at $55 per head
straight through for a total of $66,000; the deeded land, 1,600 acres at
$12.50 per acre, cost $20,000, and the lease from the Department of the
Interior (#6220) containing 12,878 acres at $.50 an acre, cost $6,439.4
Macleay paid $2,000 on signing the agreement and another $6,000 soon
after. Dan Riley took a first mortgage on the land for $14,000, to be repaid in three equal installments of $4,666 at 6 percent interest starting 1
November 1917.5 Customarily, the bank took security on the cattle.
In 1918, Rod obtained a permit to graze 1,000 head on White’s Creek
in the Bow Crow forest reserve not far from the TL. That year he also
bought NE 24-16-2-W5 a mile and a half southwest of the home place for
$13.00 an acre and the west half and southeast quarter of 19-16-1-W5 for
$18.75 an acre. But the major expansion came in 1919, when he bought
the Bar S ranch bordering the Rocking P on the south side, from Patrick
Burns. This outfit had passed through a number of hands since the turn
of the century. Walter Skrine, the original owner, had sold it in 1902 to
Pete Muirhead, who sold it to the Vancouver Prince Rupert Ranching
Company (VPR) in 1910. In 1917, Patrick Burns, whose father-in-law,
Thomas Ellis, was a partner in the VPR, took it over as part of a deal in
which he acquired that company’s meat-packing plant. When Macleay
learned that Burns was prepared to sell, the time seemed right. Cattle
prices were relatively high, and there was not another property in the
world that could have suited him better: a good set of buildings, some
farmland developed, and, best of all, right on the doorstep. Moreover,
the Bar S already had a crew in place, and unlike with the other holdings
he had purchased, he would not have to construct bunkhouses, fences,
and other facilities. It was at this time, too, that Rod’s cousin, Stewart
Riddle, withdrew from the High River Wheat and Cattle Company. This
enabled Macleay to hire his capable and trustworthy relative as his onsite
manager or foreman at the Bar S. He knew that, overall, Stewart would
take some of the burden in operating what would now be a huge ranching business off his own shoulders. The Bar S consisted of 11,200 acres
of deeded and 3,200 acres of leased land, which Rod and Burns priced at
$224,000. There were 1,056 head of cattle at the time, which they valued
at $90 per head, and 111 horses at $75 per head; the total value of all stock
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was $103,365. Burns also decided to include 2,280-odd head of mostly
big steers running on his Circle Three lease near Macleay’s land on the
Red Deer River.6 The price was also to be $90 a head, $205,200 in total,
and would have brought the overall cost of the transaction to $308,565
for stock and $532,565 for stock and land. However, this part of the deal
was to bring on a major legal dispute between the two men.
The Bar S acquisition was big news right across Canada. An article
entitled “A Ranching Success,” in the Review newspaper at Roblin,
Manitoba, read: “The purchase of a cattle ranch of 11,500 acres near
High River, Alberta, together with three thousand head of stock for
half a million dollars a few days ago was interesting not because of the
magnitude of the transaction alone, but because it brought the purchaser
into the foreground. This was Roderick R. Macleay, who has long been a
prominent rancher in the province.”7 Dorothy Macleay later wrote: “Mom
and Dad were thrilled with their new acquisition, this land adjacent to
their Home Ranch. Good water, good grass and well kept buildings and
all so close!” In the fall of 1919, with the additional Circle steers, Rod
made his largest shipment to date. He shipped all these cattle to Clay and
Robinson and Miller & Dolan, both agents in Chicago—a total of 114
carloads averaging 19 head per car in six shipments. They brought a total
of $262,040. Freight charges from Patricia, on one shipment alone of 38
cars, came to $6,517. Feed, water, and yardage at Moose Jaw was $646.
Agents Pendlebury and Maxwell got $47 for issuing the export permits,
and C. H. Marshall of Brooks got $75 for supplying hay for the cars. The
2,176 steers brought from $11.25 to $13.50 cwt. for an average price of
$120 a head.8
Unfortunately, the early 1920s were very difficult in the beef industry
and Rod was chronically slow in making further payments. As late as
1924 he still owed Burns $117,337 in principal plus $7,040.22 past due
interest from April 1922 to April 1923, as well as interest on past due interest from 1 April 1923.9 Moreover, the deal brought on a legal battle between the two men, based on an argument over the number of cattle included in the original sale, that eventually threatened to go to the highest
court of appeal, which at that time was in England. Beef prices dropped
dramatically between the time they set the price in 1919 and the time
they were supposed to close the deal. The average price for marketable
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fat steers fell from $.1306/lb. in 1919 to $.0758/lb. in 1921 to .0675/lb. in
1924.10 Thus, an animal worth the $90.00 Macleay allegedly had agreed
to pay Burns in 1919 dropped to under half that value. For obvious reasons Macleay wanted the number of animals involved in their deal to be
as low as possible, and he insisted that he had never agreed to take cattle
that were not on the Circle range. Burns claimed that all cattle, including
some that were not on the Circle range, were part of their agreement, and
when Macleay refused to accept them, Burns sued him.11
Macleay hired the future prime minister of Canada, R. B. Bennett,
to defend him, and the case went before Judge W. L. Walsh in July and
October 1919. Walsh rendered a verdict against Rod on 11 November
1919.12 At that point Rod instructed Bennett to appeal to the highest court
in Alberta and lost a second time.13 Still he refused to give up. Fearing,
and with some justice, that Burns, with all his wealth and political clout,
was able to influence the rulings of provincial and even federal courts,
Bennett requested and attained permission to bypass the Supreme Court
of Canada and go directly to the Privy Council in London.14 The case
was then set for some time in 1921. Macleay must have been worried.
According to the previous judgment, should he lose he was liable for
$1,100 for every month that Burns had had the animals on his lease and
had been forced to see to their care.15 An unsuccessful court battle that
might go on for, say, twenty-four months would have cost him a good
deal more than lawyer charges and legal fees.
Before the case went to the Privy Council the two men settled and
Burns gave up his suit. Macleay paid for the cattle on the Circle range
at the price he had agreed to, but he was vindicated of the claim for the
other cattle and all court costs. He also became the owner of the Circle
Three brands “0” and “3” that the cattle were carrying. There was every
reason for both sides to resolve the issue—Burns was trying to borrow
$10 million from banks in New York, which he feared he would not be
able to do with a legal suit pending;16 and Macleay was struggling under
what must have seemed insurmountable debt and could not have been
comfortable with the prospect of a long, drawn-out court battle no matter how confident he was in his case. By 1924, when he still owed Burns
much of the amount noted above, he would owe the Bank of Montreal
$459,061.55 and, ostensibly, $25,180.00 in back interest.17 On top of that,
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he owed money to the Hudson’s Bay Company, the C & E Railway, and
the Department of the Interior for land purchased in earlier times, and
to various members of his own extended family, including brother Alex,
cousin Stewart, Stewart’s sister Margaret, and Uncle John Riddle.18 His
total indebtedness had to be in the neighbourhood of $600,000.00.19 At
first glance it seems somewhat surprising the bank did not call in its
loan. In 1924, just before the market began to rebound, Rod had 7,889
cattle on the home place that ran from weaned calves to five-year-old
steers and mature cows. He also had 338 horses and 51 hogs.20 An optimistic estimation of the value of the stock would be $325,034.99:
1. Slaughter and big feeder cattle: 4- and 5-year-old steers
– 1400 lbs. × $.0675 = $94.50 × 810 = $76,545.00. Coming 3-year-old feeders – 1,000 × $.0675 = $67.50 × 970 =
$65,475.00. Total: 142,020.00.
2. Cows, calves, yearlings, heifers and bulls: the Canadian
government estimated the average per head value of all
beef cattle in the country at $27.11. Since we have taken the
most valuable animals out, it would be generous to use that
figure for all the rest: 6,109 × $27.11 = $165,614.99.21
3. Horses: 348 × $50.00 = $17,400.00.
4. Hogs: 51 × $14.00 = $714.00.
Grand Total: 297,934.99 + 17,400.00 + 714.00 = 325,034.99.22
The Bank of Montreal was not unaware of the precarious state of the
Macleay finances. When Rod asked to borrow another $50,000 to buy
stockers in 1923, it refused him based on his indebtedness and his operation’s recent lack of profitability.23 The bank stated that unless Rod
could come to some arrangement with Burns and reduce that debt, there
was already no way for him to pay back what he owed. It also promised
(or threatened) that should he turn another huge loss in 1923 it would
review the “whole situation.”24
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Evidently, two central reasons the Bank of Montreal did not foreclose were Rod Macleay’s business acumen and Laura Macleay’s willingness to work with her husband as a genuine partner even when the road
seemed incredibly difficult (and hazardous). Rod understood one fact of
business life thoroughly. The chartered banks in those days could only
lend money to ranchers on chattel, or liquid assets such as livestock as
specified in their loan agreements.25 Most deals were financed in two
ways: the bank funded the cattle and the seller took a mortgage on the
land. In the Macleays’ case this meant the bank’s only security was stock
that it had provided money to purchase. From the beginning, therefore,
Rod shrewdly and carefully kept any stock he could argue had not been
purchased with bank money clearly identified. When he had purchased
the CPR lease on the Red Deer River from his partners, he registered
the “three walking sticks” brand, as it was called, in Laura’s name; 26
when he bought the Circle cattle from Burns he did the same with their
brands. This enabled him to feel reasonably confident that Laura’s right
to cattle so marked would take legal preference over any claim the bank
might try to make. Moreover, when Macleay made payments to Burns he
sometimes did so in kind, that is, by “selling” him cattle. This allowed
the number of cattle the bank could claim to dwindle as the account
was paid down.27 Such a strategy was not ironclad. Had the bank taken
him to court and established that its line of credit had been used directly or indirectly to purchase the Bar S, or any other stock, it might well
have been able to take some or even all of the cattle. However, it gave
the Macleays a very useful line of resistance—one they would utilize for
much of the rest of their lives.
In 1923, Rod formulated what turned out to be an ingenious scheme
to resolve his debt to Burns. It required the couple to take financial collaboration to a new level, and in the end, it was to be instrumental in
keeping the Macleay ranches afloat. At that time the old Gordon, Ironside
and Fares firm from Winnipeg, which, along with Burns, had essentially monopolized the western beef trade, was insolvent and selling off its
massive leases on the old 76 ranch in southwestern Saskatchewan.28 In
1923 one of the company partners, William Fares, informed Macleay
that a 72,000-acre lease along the White Mud (now Frenchman’s) River
was for sale. Gordon, Ironside and Fares and Charles Gordon, the son of
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one of the company’s founders, had held the lease and then “assigned”
it to the Mule Creek Cattle Company. Robert Gordon Ironside and
Charles Frederick Ironside, the two sons of the other GIF founder, were
both shareholders in this company.29 The purpose of the assignment had
almost certainly been to keep the lease concealed from the Winnipeg
firm’s creditors.30 Fares told Rod that some 1,100 cattle and 35 horses
that were still grazing on the land were to be part of the offering along
with 140 tons of hay.31 He indicated that Macleay could have the lease,
stock, and feed for the bargain price of $40,000.00. The cattle would be
priced at $28.00 apiece—about right on the day’s market—but the hay
and horses were to be included free of charge. This left the charge for the
lease at under $.13 an acre,32 which was potentially very inexpensive.33
One supposes that Fares and his associates were prepared to sell at such a
low rate for three reasons. Firstly, they could depend on Macleay to keep
the deal confidential. Secondly, the term of this particular closed lease
had just 4.5 years left, and there was heavy pressure from homesteaders
to have all such land thrown open to settlement.34 Thirdly, buyers were
not plentiful at this time because of the depressed beef market.
Macleay realized that the holding could well turn out to be worth
far more than the depreciated asking price. When Fares first approached
him about the White Mud, he had been actively participating in a leaseholders’ lobby effort to get the leases in western prairie Canada allowed
much more stable twenty-one-year terms rather than the ten-year terms
then in force. He wrote a number of letters to the Department of the
Interior, and in early 1924 he personally travelled to the capital for
discussions with the Minister of the Interior, the Honourable Charles
Stewart, former premier of Alberta, who was naturally sympathetic to
westerners.35 Macleay was sensitive to political matters, and he knew he
himself was aligned with other interested and influential parties. His
former courtroom antagonist, Patrick Burns, a future Liberal Senator
who owned a number of big grazing leases, Dan Riley, a rancher from
High River who had sold him the TL ranch and was soon to be a Liberal
Senator, and the Western Stock Growers Association of which Riley was
president and Macleay an active member (and vice president 1938–39),
were also petitioning Ottawa.36 Eventually the Liberal government
bowed to their pressure. In May 1924 Macleay was informed that his
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own holdings would be renewed for another five years. There was then
every reason to believe that the battle for twenty-one years was about
to be won.37 Concrete evidence came in September when he received a
letter from Deputy Minister W. W. Cory informing him that three of his
current holdings were to be renewed for twenty-one years because they
were “located in districts unfit for agricultural purposes.”38 Macleay unquestionably realized that as the beef market improved the much longer
terms would dramatically raise the value of such land.39
The other important consideration for Macleay was that he could use
the White Mud land to further protect his and Laura’s liquid inventory—their livestock. He (and she) realized that the grasslands were good
enough to carry a lot more livestock than were grazing them at that time.
They could fill the lease with two to three times that many cattle branded with Laura’s Circle brands and thus insulated by both distance and
markings from the scrutinizing eyes and grasping hands of the Bank
of Montreal back in Alberta. Their major problem, of course, was that
they were not financially in a position to handle this by themselves. Once
again, a wealthy partner was required, and the only one available who
had something substantial to gain was Patrick Burns. After Macleay visited the Saskatchewan property in June 1924, confirming that its natural
pastures were in excellent shape and well watered by the White Mud
River, he took a scheme to Burns that he and Laura believed would be
good for both parties. It was as follows: If Burns would finance them they
would purchase the lease, livestock, and hay and then fill the property
with stock branded with cattle legally belonging to Laura. At some stage
in the not-too-distant future, hopefully, when the market came back,
they would sell the lease and all the cattle to Burns at a friendly price,
enabling him to deduct whatever remained of the debt on the Bar S.
That Burns agreed demonstrates that this was attractive to him
too—but why? First of all, it would get him paid out for the Bar S. Burns
was clearly worried at this time that that deal was at risk. Macleay was in
arrears, back interest was accumulating, and he did not want to repossess the property in a depressed market. The Bar S sale had turned out
to be a very good one for Burns, and the best possible scenario seemed
to be for Macleay to survive financially and live up to the obligations he
had assumed prior to the postwar price declines. Burns’ papers in the
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Glenbow Archives in Calgary reveal that he had actually been trying to
get a third party to take over the financing of the Bar S so that he himself
could get paid out.40 Moreover, Burns was not averse to gaining a new
grazing property like the White Mud for himself if he could do so at a
good price. He had already taken over much of the rest of the 76 land
since Gordon, Ironside and Fares had experienced their difficulties, and
in a few years he would in fact sell his huge network of packing plants
and food wholesale and retail outlets for over $9 million; he would then
use his money to buy up and take over indebted ranching properties until he held nearly half a million acres.41 It could be too that, like Rod, he
had assurances that this particular lease would be secure. As a staunch
supporter of the Liberal Party he was able to communicate when it suited
him with the highest levels of the Mackenzie King government.42
So, Burns and the Macleays decided to proceed. Burns initially financed the deal and kept the contract in his own name, but they
considered the land and cattle would belong to the Macleays, as long,
of course, as they kept up their end of the bargain. They did. By 1928
they had 2,561 head of Laura’s cattle grazing the rich grasslands on the
Saskatchewan holding along with around 70 horses.43 There can be very
little question they cut back on the number running on the pastures in
Alberta. They seem to have begun this process when contemplating the
offer from Fares as early as November 1923. According to the Rocking
P Gazette, at that time the ranch hands had branded “about 450 cows”
“with the O.”44 In the Macleay family papers currently on the Bar S
ranch there is a typed document by one of Rod’s descendants that states
as follows: “In 1925 all the Circle 3 cattle, 21 carloads, 819 head mixed
were shipped to … Sask. from the home ranch to the 76 range … The
herd at home was cut down to 1309 head.”45 The culmination of the deal
was at hand. In 1928 Laura got a loan from the Royal Bank of Canada
for over $46,000 based on the value of the lease and the stock on it,
in order to pay Burns back with interest for his initial loan.46 Rod also
picked up further leases in the White Mud River region from members
of the Gordon and Ironside group, the Department of the Interior, the
Hudson’s Bay Company, and a man named Joseph Kyle. Ultimately, the
couple held leases totalling 97,185.23 acres. From Kyle, they also got a
section (640 acres) of deeded land.47
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The deal worked better than either the Macleays or Burns could have
hoped. The value of the leases rose as expected, and it just so happened
that at the same time the price of beef did a complete turnaround as the
postwar depression ended and prosperity returned to the general economy. By 1928 the government’s estimated average value of all beef cattle
in Canada had risen to just over $57.71 per head, and the per pound price
for live beef steers had gone back up from $6.75 cwt. to $10.48 cwt.48 At
that point the Macleays were in a position to sell the White Mud lease
and cattle to Burns to the satisfaction of both sides.
The terms of the 1928 agreement between the Macleays and Patrick
Burns are preserved in the Glenbow Archives in Calgary.49 They priced
2,140 of the 2,561 cattle at $70.00 per head, or $149,800.00 in total, and
the other 421 head at $50.00 or $21,050.00 in total ($170,850.00 overall).
The average, then, was $66.71/head—well over twice what the Macleays
paid for the Mule Creek Cattle Company stock in 1924. The leases they
put at about $.46 an acre for a total of $45,384.50, which on most of it multiplied the original investment by three and a half times. The Macleays
also got $10.00 an acre for the 640 acres of deeded land, or $6,400.00 in
total. There had been costs, of course, and death losses among the stock.
For instance, not wanting for obvious reasons to bring the Saskatchewan
cattle home and not having the infrastructure on the land to fence them
into small areas or to supply them with copious amounts of hay, the
Macleays had to ignore their own better judgment and take a chance on
the weather. The 1927–28 winter was a harsh one and some 205 head of
cattle perished during its course alone.50 Still, the Macleays’ position had
improved tremendously. The total cost to Burns was $222,634.50. After
the Macleays paid out $46,202.00 to the Royal Bank for the money Laura
had borrowed, $1,394.40 to the North Scotland Canadian Mortgage
Company that Kyle had owed on the deeded section,51 and $161,634.50 to
Burns to settle the original Bar S deal, the Macleays got a paltry $13,797.81
in cash. However, at that point they owned the Bar S unencumbered, and
in light of the rebounding economy, their net worth had soared. Their
remaining livestock inventory was more valuable than previously, and
they still controlled a total of about 50,000 acres of deeded and leased
land at the home place, the Bar S, the TL, and White’s Creek, as well as
37,000 acres on the Red Deer River.52
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In February 1929, Burns dutifully informed the Bank of Montreal that
he was the owner of all of the cattle in Saskatchewan branded “‘O’ (circle)
left ribs, and/or ‘3’ left shoulder.”53 The main financial challenge for Rod
and Laura thereafter was their debt at that institution. Throughout the
Depression and World War II period they coped by utilizing the same
practices they had adopted earlier to keep the bank’s share of their equity
as small as possible. In 1930, they formed Macleay Ranches Limited—a
family-owned and -operated company, distinct in that sense from the
big corporations of the first cattle frontier that had been owned mostly
by distant stockholders and operated by hired wage earners—and they
put all their landholdings except the Red Deer River property into it.
From that point on, Laura wrote the cheques for purchasing replacements when her cattle were marketed, and Rod was careful to see that
those animals were visibly identified. We can be fairly sure that Laura’s
numbers continued to grow as those belonging to the company stagnated or even declined. In 1936 Maxine and Dorothy, now twenty-five and
twenty-seven years of age respectively, leased grazing land in their own
names on which to run their own cattle.54 This helped to ensure that
whatever happened to their parents’ operations they would have assets
of their own. When the Bank of Montreal tried to force Rod to give it a
blanket mortgage over all Macleay ranch lands and livestock in 1938, he
and his lawyers in Bennett’s office in Montreal were able to keep them at
bay.55 When the bank brought legal suit against Rod for $370,000 three
years later, he filed a defence in the Supreme Court in Calgary contending that the debt was incurred before 1934, and therefore came under the
jurisdiction and protection of the Farm Creditors’ Arrangement Act of
that year.56 When this was disallowed he settled out of court once again,
and the bank reduced its claim well below the amount actually owed, for
fear of losing more through foreclosure.57
So, did the Macleays use quasi-legal means to make the bank shoulder some of the weight of the debts they had amassed over years while
accumulating land and cattle at what might be termed an overly ambitious pace? There is more than one way to look at this. It has been
demonstrated in recent times that the financial institutions, many of
them from Great Britain, headed out to the Canadian West in the early
twentieth century determined to invest huge pools of excess capital in
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prairie farms and ranches. Mortgage companies, insurance companies,
and chartered banks competed feverishly and unrealistically to provide
loans to the agricultural sector at interest rates considerably higher than
they could have got at home overseas or, indeed, in urban centres of the
West.58 On 7 January 1911, the Financial Post reported that the Canadian
chartered banks, which would have included the Bank of Montreal, had
constructed a total of twenty-six new branches in Alberta, sixty-nine in
Saskatchewan, and thirteen in Manitoba.59 At that time 118 chartered
bank branches were operating in the three provinces out of a total of
256 in the entire country. The financial institutions’ overconfidence regarding the agricultural potential of the West is illustrated too by Rod
Macleay’s own ability to pile up debts. Their sanguinity proved generally
misplaced as the post–World War I depression, the Great Depression,
and the droughts of 1916–1926 and the “Dirty Thirties” brought them
huge losses.60 Since the institutions were guilty of assisting farmers and
some ranchers in over-investing, it does not seem unreasonable that in
cases such as this they were to share the shortfall. We feel obliged to reiterate that one cannot be sure the Macleays’ bank would not have been
able to take most of the cattle had it decided to pursue them legally. It
would have depended on whether it could prove that Rod had used some
of the capital it had lent him to buy land or, less likely, stock in Laura’s
name. However, considering that Rod and Laura had control over their
not insignificant part of the paper trail, the bank personnel must have
known that that could be a daunting task; and they were no doubt aware
that public and media sympathy when such matters go to court is often
with the producer. One of the most interesting facts to come out of this
episode is the trust and mutual reliance between Rod and Laura as they
quietly shifted ownership of their primary liquid resource into her name.
It would be going too far to call them equal partners in the ranching business. Rod’s reference to Laura as his “right hand man” suggests a close
alliance, with him as the senior partner. One could expect little else in
this time and place. However, as an expert on male–female associations
on the rural western Canadian frontier has argued, “for some women at
least, claiming property ownership in the name of family survival could
translate into more egalitarian household relations.”61 It seems clear too
that Rod and Laura saw eye to eye on business issues. Searching through
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the family papers one finds no indication of any hesitation on Laura’s
part over business dealings; and though the Bar S purchase constituted a
huge financial burden for the family she, according to Dorothy’s report,
was as pleased with it as Rod was. Laura had, or at least developed, an
authoritative persona in her own right. It was necessary that she have
hired help in the kitchen on as close to a permanent basis as possible. It
was a full-time job and more than any one person could be expected to
handle. She certainly was not hesitant to make her displeasure known
when she went without such help for any length of time. She has “been
cooking for three weeks” and is “now on the rampage,” the Gazette noted
in September 1924.62 Reports also indicate that it was part of her responsibility not only to see that dozens of employees were paid but also that
supplies were on hand and that everyone was fed.63 Laura would head off
to Calgary herself to find, interview, and hire cooks and bring home the
“monthly grub-stake” on a regular basis.
The limiting factors on female autonomy, which historian Dee
Garceau suggests the New Woman of the twentieth century sought to
overcome, were family authority, domesticity, and female dependence.64
For Laura, her girls, and many others the ranching experience afforded the chance to rise above all three of those obstacles. Out west they
escaped the authority of their Old World traditions and the limitations
of a wholly domestic life; and, through their contributions to the family’s economy, they overcame the sense of absolute dependence on their
male mate. On the second frontier in western Canada, men and women
married and produced offspring when their own resources were both
limited and being stretched for the purposes of building up their agricultural business; it was essential that they both learn to contribute what
they could when they could. This the Macleays had done over a long
period. Were there others like them who were willing to use the legally
recognized system for establishing ownership of stock—the brand—to
loosen or even escape their bank’s hold? The answer is very difficult to
establish. This is not the sort of thing people normally wanted to talk
about, and one very seldom finds reference to it in personal correspondence or business records. All we can say is that, given the freedom that
comes with the ability to undertake unreported and unobserved business transactions and to keep chattel in remote locations far away from
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prying eyes, it must have been tempting. A story recounted in 1905 in
the Northern Territory of Australia, by a man working on one of the
ranches, illustrates that cattle people everywhere who lived under similar circumstances to the Macleays’ could tend to be drawn to similar expediencies. “I was present during the 1900 drought in the taking over by
the mortgagees of a station away out,” the man explained. “The owner of
the property was a married man, and his wife possessed stock in her own
name, and these were running on the station with her husband’s cattle.”
As the mortgagee’s representative began looking through the cattle he
noticed “the station head stockman” was busy cutting out quite a number of the beasts. When he asked what the stockman was doing, “the reply came quick and prompt. ‘oh, only cutting out a few of Mrs.’s cattle.’”
After they checked all the earmarks and brands it became evident that
after the mortgage had been “given over the property, the wife’s brand
was the only one used on the station.”65 We also know that some grain
farmers in western Canada found their own ways to bend legal rules
when they apprehended that a mortgage holder was about to seize their
land for payment of debts. For instance, some attempted to skirt their
financial responsibilities by “selling” their property to their wife. In 1893,
one Clara Hicks fought in the county court in Boissevain, Manitoba,
to strike off a lien on her farm, which had originally been registered in
her husband’s name. Since buying the farm from him she had hired her
husband to work for her for two dollars a day plus board.66
Macleay’s bank was eventually mollified. In order to settle with it,
Rod sold his beloved Walking Sticks ranch on the Red Deer River, which
still left them with a $75,000 deficit to the bank. A farmer and friend
named Carl Christensen helped them out with a loan that was repaid
in six years. At some stage, they also sold out a share in the “Western
Block,” on the corner of 9th Avenue and 1st Street West in Calgary, which
Rod had bought into in Laura’s name way back in 1929. To support the
loan from Christensen they gave their friend mortgages on Rocking P
land as they consolidated the family operation in the Porcupine Hills.
What finally completed the turnaround of Macleay fortunes was the
rebounding market. Shortly after World War II, live fat steer prices in
Canada rose to $14.63 cwt., as exigencies of war and competition among
packing companies like Canada Packers, Swifts, and Burns intensified.67
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By the end of the war Rod and Laura were in a position to pay off the
loan from Christensen and free themselves from debt for the first time.
Their land base had been reduced, but for their stage of life and health it
was only reasonable. They remained one of the biggest family ranching
operations in western Canada. Moreover, the value of their stock continued to climb for most of the rest of their lives, peaking in 1951 just two
years before they both died, at $33.50 cwt.68 In 1953 they left the Rocking
P ranch (incorporated 1954) to Dorothy and her husband Ernie Blades
and the Bar S ranch (incorporated 1954) to Maxine and her husband
George Chattaway.69 By then both ranches were on firm enough financial ground to withstand disasters such as the foot and mouth epidemic,
which sent the cattle industry back into a period of decline even as the
two families were taking control. But that is another story.
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II.
The Rocking P Gazette

7

Introducing the Rocking P Gazette
As the reader will no doubt now realize, a significant portion of the information we have used to describe and explain the growth and development of the Macleay enterprises in the Porcupine Hills south of Calgary
has been gleaned from the Rocking P Gazette newspaper. That fact alone
tells us that the paper is a fertile primary source. There is, however, much
more in it that speaks volumes not just about this one very well-known
ranching outfit but about the social, cultural, and economic attributes of
the family operation as it emerged and then in a sense became an institution on the northern Great Plains of North America. As promised, we
will now examine the paper closely in an effort to unveil the very large
and varied types of information it provides. This chapter introduces the
main contributors and provides a basic discussion of the quality and significance of their involvement.
One of the characteristics of the Rocking P Gazette that strikes the
reader almost immediately is its professional quality, especially considering that during its life, from 1923 to 1925, the two editors were in their
early to mid-teens. The writing for the most part is fluent, the grammar
precise, and even the spelling remarkably accurate for an age predating
computers and spell check. Also, while the overall appeal is unashamedly country and western, virtually every issue features at least one
educational article, usually on an Old-World subject such as “Sparta’s
Bravest Man,”1 “The Pottery of Peru,”2 “The Dark Age in Poland,” or
“Charlemagne.”3 Authorship designated by a pseudonym reveals that
Dorothy and/or Maxine were the essayists, presumably using books
brought to their attention by their teacher.
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Figure 7.1. Home schooling for Dorothy and Maxine by teacher Watts. Rocking P
Gazette, April 1925, 85. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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The girls were well equipped to edit the Rocking P Gazette in part
because they were not products of the country school system. On close
investigation, historians have discovered that the typical rural school in
the 1920s was poorly financed and equipped, with shoddy instruction,
often by a single unqualified teacher in a one-room setting where up to
a dozen students of various ages and grades had to be accommodated.4
Though Rod attended meetings of the local Muirhead school board and
actually sat as trustee in 1924, he and Laura could not expect their children to begin school three miles away when too young to saddle their
own horse, let alone open the many gates; and after the war, the Spanish
flu was a real concern.5 Therefore, between 1916 and 1925, with the exception of two years, they had a hired teacher living on the ranch to work
with the girls throughout the school year.6 If Ms. Ethel Watts, who supervised Dorothy and Maxine’s work on the Rocking P Gazette (1923–25), is
any indication, the Macleays chose their teachers very well.
Fittingly, it was Ms. Watts who recognized the girls’ editorial ability,
their energy, and their dedication in one of the fine pieces she herself
wrote for the paper.
“Scene – Kitchen”
Any Evening”
By the Printers’ Devil
See them, far into the night,
Under a dim, religious light,
Tax their brains and rack their heads
Till tis time to seek their beds
For the sake of our Gazette!
See their worried, anxious looks
Pond’ring deep o’er many books!
Page after page of pencilled treasure
They have writ for public pleasure,
For our “Rocking P. Gazette.”
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Hush! Hats off to these great minds!
Walk on tiptoe – draw the blinds!
Honour to each lofty brain –
Hard the labour, great the strain,
Producing our Gazette.
One creates deep themes of love;
One portrays the skies above,
One our hearts, with danger, thrills,
One our eyes, with teardrops fills,
By tales in the Gazette.
Tales of knightly deeds, out West,
Filled with song and timely jest;
Days of Ranch and cowboy-life,
Poems of love, and mortal strife
You’ll find in our Gazette.
Have you ought to advertise?
Down our columns cast your eyes.
Perchance your needs you’ll recognize.
And please, don’t harshly criticize
Your “Rocking P Gazette.”
When you’re far from friends and home,
When in city haunts you roam,
Turn your lonely heart, – peruse.
With home-sick tears, the “local news.”
In your Gazette.
Then give Three Cheers for the writers two,
Working by night, and all for you!
May success their labours crown!
May Suns of Glory ne’er go down.
On the name “Macleay,” of wide renown
The Authors of our Gazette! 7

92

Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson

Figure 7.2. “Unexpected Guests,” Dorothy Macleay, Rocking P Gazette, November 1923,
Cover. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.

7 | Introducing the Rocking P Gazette

93

Figure 7.3. Maxine Macleay’s talented depiction of the motion (and the excitement)
of “bronco bustin.” Rocking P Gazette, October 1924, 27. Property of the Blades and
Chattaway families and their descendants.

94

Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson

As noted previously, the young editors were also blessed with abundant artistic talents. A number of their own poems and illustrations will
be featured here. Above are two of many examples of their visual art
found in the Gazette.
Some of the plots the young editors presented in their many short
stories about second frontier ranchers, ranch hands, outlaws, and relationships are, to be sure, not particularly sophisticated. One argument
here, however, is that this reflects their understanding of the types of
people they were attempting to reach. From the content, it is evident that
the paper was meant for all the men and women who worked on the
Rocking P and Bar S Ranches at the time of its production. Because it
was handwritten it could only come out in one copy, so after the Macleay
household at the Rocking P headquarters read it, it must have been circulated through the bunkhouses on both ranches, where single and relatively young rough-and-tumble cowpunchers predominated. As we will
see, while keeping the Macleay household informed and entertained, the
paper also attempted to relate to and reflect a bunkhouse culture.
The extent of the two girls’ input can be gauged from studying the
script. Most of the text is in the handwriting of one or the other. For comparison, easily viewed together are Dorothy’s “Cowboy Cal,” by “Bucking
Barns,” and Maxine’s “Roaring River Canyon,” by “Dan Panhandle,” in
the October 1923 issue.8 It would be misleading not to mention that a
significant minority of the writing in the Rocking P Gazette was done
by Ethel Watts, and that she deserves much of the credit for its high
standards. She was, after all, responsible in this period for the girls’
education. Moreover, she set up each edition by providing the “index”
(or table of contents) at the beginning, and she wrote a short story or
poem (and sometimes both) for almost every issue, variously endorsed
E. W., E. B. W., the “Schoolmarm,” or the “Director of Education.” Given
that she lived with the Macleays at the Rocking P ranch, she was in an
excellent position to work with Dorothy and Maxine day in and day out
and even when school was not in session. She was able as well to vet each
issue of the paper before it came out and to see to the correction of any
mistakes she detected or flaws of style, grammar, or spelling. She must
also have been a great encouragement to her two charges, in order to
keep them committed to the project through seventeen monthly issues.
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We have pointed out that women and girls played numerous substantial roles in the early ranching and farming world, and it is fitting
that these three particularly capable ladies were able to voice their perspectives through the pages of this remarkable publication. Moreover,
that they were able, as will become evident, to get the cowboys and other
workers on Macleay ranches regularly to write original poetry for the
Gazette, and to supply reports about what they considered newsworthy
in their working and leisure worlds, brings out the raw, mostly male culture on this one ranch. This is important too. The second cattle ranching
frontier in western Canada is distinguishable from the first principally
by its longevity (indeed, by all appearances, its permanency). We need to
examine it more closely from all its cultural, as well as its agricultural,
perspectives in order to gain a better understanding of its attributes—
that is, to discover what made it tick. Hopefully, in conjunction with the
first portion of our study, the second will help us to take some valuable
steps in that direction.
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8

The Rural West
A major historical benefit from the Rocking P Gazette comes through
the authentic glimpses it provides of activities on a developing ranch in
the foothills of Alberta. First, as we have seen, it provides a line into the
yearly round of ranching activities. These included grain production, the
horse business, hogs, and chickens, as well as the vital contributions of
women and girls. It also offers information about a host of extraneous
events such as the editors’ sojourn into the sport of skiing,1 and golf, the
accommodation of the automobile and even the grain truck in the countryside,2 the advent of the airplane in western skies,3 and a hunting visit
to the Rocking P ranch by Edward Prince of Wales and his stately entourage.4 Many of these events the editors illustrated with cartoon sketches,
which also speak volumes about the world they meant to depict.
Some of the activities the Gazette underscores in this way, one might
easily overlook. In one issue, for instance, is a depiction noting that two
of the ranch hands were busy hauling ice for the ice house, which was
used for cold storage of beef and wild game as well as beef and pork. The
newspaper shows exactly how it was done.5
The Rocking P Gazette also represents concepts westerners claimed
to hold dear, including freedom, individuality, Mother Nature, and the
countryside. At the time, thirteen-year-old Maxine’s “Sonnet to the
Foothills of the Unspoiled West” projects all these values.
Between the mountains and the plains they stand,
The hills where cattle, horses, men roam free,
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Figure 8.1. The Macleays had their own golf course on the ranch, Rocking P Gazette,
October 1923, 58. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.

98

Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson

Figure 8.2. Ice for the ice house. Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, 12. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.

Figure 8.3. This block of ice is going to have to be cut up some more. Rocking P Gazette,
February 1925, 12. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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From whose fair heights as far as the eye can see,
Stretches for aye the boundless prairie land.
Thy rolling grass-lands are by breezes fanned,
Those breezes clean, and fresh and pure as thee;
Chinooks in winter come to set us free,
From the cold grip of winter’s icy hand.
This is the land of sunburst sons of toil,
The land of labour ’neath heaven’s wide-spread sky,
The land of ranges wide, and fruitful soil.
Out in the golden west the old days die,
But far from the cities’ noise and busy turmoil,
May our foothills still in old-time freedom lie!6
Embracing environmental conservation to some degree also gave the
family outfits an advantage, methodologically speaking, over the earlier
company outfits and, along with other factors we have examined, this
speaks to their relative longevity. One could argue that the “second frontier” ranchers did more to alter the environment (wells, crops, fences)
than the open-range ranchers who essentially replicated the “natural”
condition of the area by populating it with cattle and letting them fend
for themselves in the same way the buffalo had. However, while the corporations had tended to badly abuse their natural pasturelands, principally by uncontrolled overgrazing, the homesteaders not only cut down
their herd numbers to what the land could more realistically be expected
to support, they also managed to practise a modicum of rotational grazing simply because the networks of fences they constructed gave them
the ability to put their stock on special pastures in the summertime and
then to enclose them on land of their own or their neighbours’, where
feed and shelter were available, during the winter.7 In the Rocking P
Gazette, the realization that Nature will provide more when treated with
care surfaces in a number of ways. In the story “Forty Years On,” Ethel
Watts arrives at the home place for a reunion some four decades into the
future and is impressed by how little the hills and lakes and animal life
have changed in all that time.
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“Forty years on!”—“Aye, indeed!”, she mused,
“Forty years have seen great changes in the wide world, yet
not so hereabouts. Forty years back I roamed these hills with
these dear little girls, carefree and happy—now once more
we are to meet and renew old ties and friendships!”
She rode on slowly westwards, drinking in the scene, deep in
thought. The same old hills looked down, smiling and green,
the same sloughs and lakes glimmered in the soft June sunshine. The scene was the same and this June 1st, 1964 it
might have been the very same cattle and horses grazing so
peacefully in the valleys.8
The teacher is particularly appreciative that “the rancher” (now a grandpa), Rod himself, had “through the forty years past … seen to it that this
wide range, though prosperous and flourishing, was unspoiled by the
hand of man.” In this Watts was recognizing the care Macleay must have
taken of his pastures that had been so essential to the survival of the
family enterprise.
Another piece that enlists the conservation theme is “The National
Parks of Canada” in the January 1924 issue.9 It acknowledges that “if
some steps had not been taken by our government to prevent the total extinction of some of the most widely hunted animals [by creating
the parks], we should be without the famous buffalo, whose ancestors
roamed these plains, the graceful antelope, the bounding elk and deer,
and the sure-footed mountain sheep and goats.”10 These statements
might seem odd coming from a ranch publication. As Donald Wetherell
has recently pointed out, people on the land tended to view wild animals
that interfered with agriculture as enemies that had to be eliminated.11
In earlier days the cattlemen’s stock associations had provided bounties,
which they paid mainly to Indigenous hunters, for the extermination of
wolves that were wreaking havoc with the cattle and horse herds; and
ranchers themselves had used a powerful strychnine poison to eradicate
as many of the predators as possible.12 They also shot cougars and coyotes that threatened the chicken coop.
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Figure 8.4. The Macleays seem to have been comfortable with hunters on their own
land as long as they were after the right type of prey. Rocking P Gazette, October 1924,
16. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Moreover, like Laura Macleay, many men and women on the land were
known to shoot game in order to augment their food supply. However,
ungulates—deer, elk and moose—were scarce by 1900. When the buffalo
disappeared due largely to the pemmican trade, the wolf lost its food staple and hence nearly wiped out the ungulates, which it preferred to the
ranchers’ cattle. Eventually, though, the predators were forced to turn
to the domesticated herds too. Presumably, farmers and ranchers could
support national parks like that at Banff Alberta and the reserve for migrating marsh and water birds north of Last Mountain Lake near Regina
(even though they were considered sanctuaries for species that preyed on
their cattle as well as on wildlife they liked to eat), as long as the parks
were in areas environmentally unsuited to agriculture.13 In an essay in
the January 1925 Gazette by a fictitious writer, Beatrice Bumper, titled
“In a Thousand Years from Now,” the fear that by the end of the millennium “eight generations of elephants, ten generations of whales” and
“two generations of giant tortoises” could be “pushed farther and farther
back and … finally be left only in Zoo’s and menageries” illustrates an
environmental consciousness in our two young editors.14
Encouragingly, and probably contrary to what most city folks think
these days, in the later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, cattlemen in the foothills have learned to strike a balance with wild animal
life even in and around their own grasslands. On the Bar S itself, Rod
Macleay’s grandson15 notes that while his mother, Maxine “told of how
the sighting of an elk or moose was dinner table conversation when she
was growing up,” elk are now “common enough to be considered a pest
by the ranching community.” “It is a matter of conversation,” he notes,
“if we make a salting trip and do not see a moose.” While “grizzly, wolf
and cougar sightings are still a matter of conversation … there is lots of
it.” He concludes that “if competition at the top of the food chain is an
indicator we are in step with nature.” In “trying to recreate what once
was, we are on the right track.”16 No doubt the licensing system to control hunting helps to keep game animals somewhat in balance on the
ranchers’ pastures today, and the species most threatening to live cattle—the wolf—will in the future be subject to reasonable culls should its
resurgence go too far. The key word would seem to be “balance.”
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Figure 8.5. Maxine Macleay’s illustration depicting the buffalo as they once roamed the
foothills. Rocking P Gazette, March 1925, cover. Property of the Blades and Chattaway
families and their descendants.
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The conservationist ideals expressed in the Rocking P Gazette are
reinforced by another ideal that flourished in the West in the decades
prior to the Great Depression—what historians have labelled the “country life movement.” While admiration of country living was not new, it
enjoyed a resurgence in the early twentieth century in the hands of the
Progressive movement in the United States. In this period people, many
of them in urban settings, looked toward country living as a possible
counter to the perceived evils of modern city life.17 As they watched the
ongoing rapid growth of cities, and what they saw as the migration of
farmers away from the land, they wanted to preserve the essential character of country and the people who dwelt there, before it and they disappeared. This produced what American William L. Bowers identifies as
the yeoman myth—the belief that farmers (and by association, ranchers)
were an upright, hard-working, law-abiding, and intelligent mainstay of
society.18 They were more moral than anyone elsewhere, principally by
virtue of their constant exposure to nature and the land.19 Somewhat
ironically, they also embraced a scientific and mechanized approach to
agriculture in a capitalist economy, and they advocated modern appliances in the rural home in order to keep people on the land. In Canada,
historian David C. Jones has identified the rural myth deeming farming
and country living a morally superior and natural state of man.20
This line of deduction is evident in a story in the January 1924 issue of the Gazette titled “East is East, and West is West” by “Sixshooter
Sam.”21 The story focuses on the evils of life in Chicago by outlining
the seamy world of partying and what were sometimes called “sporting
girls.”22 The hero is a young man named Dick who at twenty-one is a
“large, Handsome, and brave” lad, “a dandy rider, and horse-breaker”
and the foreman on a big “ranch near Smoky River in Alberta.” One
day Dick receives a call from his father, “Old Mr. Simms,” to come to
Chicago to help him run “a stylish hotel,” which is “large and beautiful”
and an attraction for people of “any renown.” Dick does as requested,
and soon proceeds to get involved in the excesses of the city. He is “dazzled by all the young women” and has “several slight love affairs with
some of them.” His father manages to extricate him from all of these
affairs, but Dick grows to like Chicago “and the women.” Eventually he
falls “desperately in love with a young girl about his own age” whom he
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courts by taking “her to the shows and other entertainments.” When his
father intervenes and sends him home, he tells the girl that he is “going
back to the West, and that he wants her to marry him” so he can “take
her back with him.” When she refuses, “Dick, with a heavy heart” asks
“another girl and then another but no luck.” Heartbroken, he returns to
Alberta, where he suddenly sees the error in his ways and vows to spend
“the rest of his days” living the unspoiled country life on “the dear old
ranch at Smoky River.”23
One of the facts the Gazette demonstrates most clearly is that in keeping with its pride in country life, society in the foothills of Alberta in the
1920s also unashamedly clung to its old-West style and ways. Historically,
the best measure of a society comes from the words contemporaries use
in describing themselves. In the February 1925 edition of the newspaper,
a poem written by one of the more talented ranch hand contributors
makes it clear that a cowboy culture still predominated, even on some
outfits that had taken up particular farming practices, but that one had
now to travel to specific localities to find it.24 We also incidentally visualize in the poem the growing urban centre of Calgary, now a city of about
65,000.25 The city had left behind the ranching flavour that had overshadowed all others in an earlier period. Visible too are the cash wheat
farming districts on the flat, drier northern Great Plains stretching east
from High River all the way across the southern regions of the province
of Saskatchewan.26 The poem demonstrates as well that the cowboy was
still a much-admired specimen in the Canadian West; and that by the
1920s Hollywood (the “picture show”), though still to produce the first
“talkie,” had already assumed much of the role in augmenting his image
that dime and romantic novels had played in an earlier epoch.27
While There’s Life There’s Hope
When I first came into the West,
And left the East behind,
Rough gun-men and cowboys
There I hoped to find.
I first threshed up near Saskatoon,
In the province of Saskatchewan,
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And found that driving a bundle wagon
Surely was great fun.
But when the harvest was over
I westward still did go,
Looking for the cowboys and gun-men
Like I’d seen in the picture show.
When I arrived in Calgary,
And the snow-capped peaks did see,
I thought surely I must be
In the heart of the Cattle Country.
But no rough cowboys did I see,
Or gun-men brave and bold,
So I hit for the town of High River
Where I’d see them I was told.
I had no sooner come to that town
When my luck came back to me,
For I landed a job on a ranch,
The good old Anchor P [i.e. the Rocking P ranch].28
Then R. Macleay the owner,
Over the phone said to me.
“Now come to the city of Cayley
And I’ll send in a team about three.”
It was in the city of Cayley
That I first met Stewart Riddle
He was driving a big McLaughlin car,
Through a deep mud puddle.
He told me that Ed, the teamster,
Would meet me down at Kwong’s.
So I went down to the Chinaman’s,
Singing some old Eastern songs.
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And sure enough about three o’Clock
Ed Orvis did appear,29
Driving a fiery four-horse team
Which he could scarcely steer
After loading up some heavy salt
And having a little lunch,
We started for the distant Anchor P, –
For Ed he got a hunch
That if we didn’t start pretty soon
We would be out of luck,
For then the cook at the Anchor P
Wouldn’t give us any chuck
Then followed a long and lonely drive
Up hill and down vale,
Till the sun went down and the moon came up,
To show us the dim trail.
We reached the ranch on the hillside
Just as the clock struck eight,
And Ed he says to me,
“I thought we would be late.”
He introduced me to the bunk-house
And to “Bob,” if you please,
But little did I think.
He was a Justice of the Peace.30
And at the supper table
Two students did I meet
To tell the truth I didn’t know
That western girls could be so sweet.
Then one cold and frosty morn
As the horizon I did scan
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I spied a real rough rider
Leading a team with one hand.31
He approached at a swift gallop.
And, as he drew near,
I felt a chill go up my spine
And I thought of my mother dear.
He pulled his horse up on its haunches,
In the middle of the yard,
And I thought “now is the time
For me to be on my guard.”
He hooked his team to the wagon
Which was loaded up with salt.
And in a tone of stern command
Ordered me to get up on top.
So there I sat beside him
On a hard, cold sack of salt,
While he spat tobacco juice
On every rough spot.
His wild looking bronco
At his side he did lead,
And I thought to myself “wouldn’t it be great
If I could ride that stead.”
When after a weary mile or two
Along the trail we had passed,
I began to wonder what he would say
If for a ride I asked.
“Now listen, Tex,” says I to him,
(For “Tex” was his name),
“What do you say if I should ride
Your horse of roping fame?”

8 | The Rural West

109

He looked and pawed and shook the ground
I trembled thro’ and thro’
At length I looked him in the face
And thought “who cares for you?”
So when he stopped at the Calf Camp
To get a little drink,
I mounted a spirited pony
As quick as you can wink.
Then, seeing the red-headed Stewart,32
Riding in the lead,
I galloped on after him
With all possible speed.
Poor “Tex” he was left behind
To go a round-about way,
And you may be sure I hoped
That he would take all day.
Then after riding a mile or two
From a hilltop I did see,
The ranch that I would soon call home
That is the Bar S – y.33
Here I met Highland Jim34
And Bob and Tom and Dunk,35
Then when I was put to herding swine
I thought that I was drunk.
But the greatest shock of all came later,
When I met the terrible “Blake”36
For every time he looked at me
My very bones would ache.
For it was rumoured that this very man
Had taken possession of my new shirt
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And I was afraid to say anything
For fear I might get hurt.
Then I saw old William Krepps37
Whom Blake was wont to shun
Just because old Billy
Was quicker with his gun.
And so the days pass quickly
As I still live in hopes,
That I will soon become a cowboy
Just like the aforesaid folks.
Frank Van Eden38
Along with the mention of the picture show in this poem, the Rocking
P Gazette editors’ reference to some of the best-known cowboy actors in
the spoof image and caption below tells us that the movie theatre had
made its imprint in rural western Canada by the early 1920s. As one
film history website reminds us, “The first narrative film—The Great
Train Robbery produced in 1903 by Edwin S. Porter [had been] a western. Although shot entirely on the East Coast, it contained the essential
elements that made the Western a staple of the Hollywood film industry
for the next 100 years. Ten minutes in length, it was action-packed with
a train robbery, a chase and a final shoot out. It was an enormous success and the most profitable film of its time.”39 In its wake came some
400 “Broncho Billy” films and the first western movie star, Broncho
Billy Anderson.40
Hoot Gibson was an American rodeo champion, film actor, director,
and producer. He appeared in Pride of the Range (1910) and His Only Son
(1912).41 Tom Mix debuted as Broncho Buster in Ranch Life in the Great
Southwest (1910) and starred in The Man From Texas (1915), The Heart
of Texas Ryan (1916), Riders of the Purple Sage (1925), and The Great K
& A Train Robbery (1926).42 Buck Jones first starred in The Last Straw in
1920 and by 1925 he had “more than 160 film credits to his name.”43 A
number of films actually featured the Canadian West and the Canadian/
American borderlands:
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Figure 8.6. Dorothy and Maxine and their audience were clearly familiar with cowboy
westerns. Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, 57. Property of the Blades and Chattaway
families and their descendants.
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Beginning with Kalem … [Company’s] The Cattle Thieves
(1909) in which an Anglo-Canadian Mountie thwarts a halfbreed cattle rustler, the film industry used the ranches of the
northwest borderlands as the backdrop for cattle-rustling
tales typically featuring Indians, Half-breed, or French Canadian thieves. For example, in The Line Rider (1914), which
takes place in “a treacherous stretch of ground known as
Hell’s Hole,” a Mountie thwarts a pair of cattle rustlers by
the name of “Cree Charlie” and Paul Labelle. In The Half
Breed (1914) a “half-breed” named Moosejaw heads a band
of “renegade Indians” in an attempt to steal horses and cattle
from the Big U Ranch, possibly a reference to Alberta’s famous Bar U Ranch. Darcy of the Northwest Mounted (1916)
centers on a Mountie who successfully foils Jacques and Batienne, two half-breed cattle rustlers posing as trappers.44
By this time, small western towns, including Fort Macleod and High
River, had or were getting their own movie theatres, and when the roads
were passable the Macleays must have visited one or more of them from
time to time, perhaps when Rod and Laura were making a run for provisions.45 The family also must have read about movies and movie stars
when someone brought home newspapers and magazines on one of those
runs.46 Cowboy actors made a major impression in Alberta generally.
Hoot Gibson, for instance, made films in both Calgary and High River in
1925. Either way, the film industry clearly helped to augment the stature
of the cowboy even in localities where his craft was still in regular use.
To be sure, the major reason, over and above the entertainment
media, for the continued strength of the country and western culture
in the Canadian foothills was its appropriateness to the job of running
the ranch. Despite diversification, the conventions and skills prominent
during the days of the open range remained an intricate and substantial
part of working the cattle herds. Thus, for instance, a roundup described
in the Gazette on one of the enclosed leases has all the characteristics
of those the cattlemen had undertaken decades earlier. A daunting feature of the roundup had always been the threat of a stampede, which
could run thousands of pounds of precious beef off the animals as they
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Figure 8.7. Poster for Hoot Gibson’s movie, “The Calgary Stampede,” filmed in Calgary
in 1925. Glenbow Archives, Calgary, Poster-126. For other moviemaking ventures in
Alberta see, Paul Voisey, High River and the Times (Edmonton: University of Alberta
Press, 2004), 137–38.

rampaged across the countryside, and bring harm or even death to the
men and their mounts as they fought to rein in the unruly beasts. The
following rather embellished report of a stampede that occurred in 1923
on the White Mud range indicates that the threat had not gone away as
the range was fenced off and divided up.
Arguably, the herd in this case was frightened by the whistle of the
train that was to carry them to market; or it might have been trying to
flee a very pesky parasite. During the heat of the day, when this event reportedly took place, cattle are their most docile, but the heel-fly (warble)
can irritate them endlessly, making them jump and run (usually for the
brush) uncontrollably.
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Figure 8.8. The two cartoons appear with Van Eden’s poem. Rocking P Gazette, Part
A: Tex Smith, February 1925, 26; Part B: Val Blake, February 1925, 29. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 8.9. It appears that Van Eden eventually made the transition to cowboy stature
as he hoped he would. Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, 14. Property of the Blades and
Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Rod Macleay, Stewart Riddle, Jack Ribordy, Bill Krepps,
Ralph Robertson,47 Clem Henson,48 Val Blake, Dair Weise49
and Wick LeMaster50 headed along the cattle, while Bill Williams followed along with the horses. And Bill Vesey with
the mess-wagon. Everything went well for two days, until
Wednesday afternoon. Then:
when everyone was feeling blue with the heat and the
herd began to feel gay and stampeded over the hill and
through the valley, and up the other side where they met the
mess-wagon; The racket scared the team and away it went
also, tearing through brush, and open spaces, across creeks,
and valleys, and when they boomed across Willow Creek,
Bill was all bruised, and shaken up. (But the worst was yet
to come.) Bill bounced about two feet off his seat, and, then
made a “Swan dive” into the creek, where he lay on his stomach until he saw the herd coming. He had only just enough
wind left to paddle across the creek, into the brush where he
thought he was safe.
In the distance he could hear the faint cries—“Mill in!
Mill in! mill in!.” And, back at the herd, the cattle were still
gathering speed, on a tin and porcelain path of dishes and …
even dried fruit.
Stewart Riddle, Ralph Robertson, and Val Blake were at
the lead trying to turn the cattle. Val’s horse stepped in a
hole, and broke his leg, and got tramped on by nearly one
thousand hooves.
As Ralph came tearing past, he stopped and picked up
Val, who was pretty badly cut up. He thought that Bill Vesey
with his fast team would be at camp, with tent pitched. But,
as he neared Willow Creek, Bill emerged from the Willows
on hands, and knees, and he was picked up also. A half an
hour later Ralph, Bill and Val, came to the buildings where
they were greeted by Mrs. Weise, who took tender care of
them until late that evening when the rest of the boys came
in. They had had a wild ride and several accidents during the
afternoon, and at last had succeeded in cornering the herd.
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The next day they started to search for the lost team and
wagon, which were soon found, all tangled up in a fence, and
from the wagon the mess-box, tent, water-barrel and several
beds were gone.
And as for Bill and Val they soon recovered, though Bill
had a lump like a hard-boiled egg on the side of his head for
the rest of his life.51
Because the roundups in big, though now fenced, pastures generally
were still central to the operation of the cattle industry, the horse obviously continued to be significant, as did the saddles, ropes, and other equipment along with all the regular skills of the cowboy. Cattle not
only had to be mustered, they had to be branded and cut out from the
herd when ready for market or to be weaned or sent to the calf camp for
feeding. Sometimes, too, animals had to be roped from the saddle out on
the pastures so they could be treated for foot rot or pink eye or to have a
prolapse or wound stitched up.52
“The Cowpuncher,”
Rides the earth with hoofs of might,
His sharp eye has the grey old eagle’s sight
Where ever he is, he’s never in flight
No matter what happens is always bright
He’ll stay on his horse, no matter how high
He’s there as long, as the sun’s in the sky.53
The cowboy was very much a part of the second cattle ranching frontier just as he had been of the first. Though he was now forced at times
to get out of the saddle to slop pigs, harvest grain, and put up hay, the
ranch hand was still required by necessity to ride, rope, bull dog,54 and
brand; and, on bigger ranches at least, he still lived in some dread of the
cattle stampede. It was, therefore, out of practicality that the cowboy’s
legacy endured well past 1912, when the Calgary Stampede erroneously
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Figure 8.10. These images illustrate some of the many uses for cowboy, horse and rope
in the 1920s. Rocking P Gazette, Part A: November 1924, 23; Part B: September 1924, 13.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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celebrated the end of the cowboy era.55 Evidently, however, and again
as in an earlier epoch, it and his country life values were reinforced by
media forms emanating to a significant extent from urban and industrial
settings. Buffalo Bill and other characters of dime and romantic novels
from the late nineteenth century continued to be Western heroes. While
by the 1920s the print media Western seems to have been giving way
to another genre, the messages it propagated were being preserved and
reinforced. We will now attempt to demonstrate another route by which
the combination of practical necessity and entertainment value kept a
powerful country and western culture radiating from the foothills in the
interwar period.
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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
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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.

134

Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson

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.
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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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Principles of Need
As historian Mary Neth has illustrated, the American midwest was won
in no small part through co-operation between genders and neighbours
in agricultural communities during the earlier years of settlement when
cash was scarce and some of the infrastructure of a more developed society as yet unavailable.1 We can make the same observations with respect
to the rancher/farmers in the Porcupine Hills of Alberta in the early
twentieth century. By the time they split with Emerson, the Macleays
themselves were constantly short of money, and though they had infrastructure such as barns, corrals, and many of the multitude of fences
required for ranch operation in place, they and all their neighbours still
lacked efficient transportation facilities. The roads, as we have seen, were
so bad as to make it impossible to move services or labour quickly in or
out of the area.
For that reason alone, cohesion and co-operation among district
men, women, and families were required not only to handle a multitude
of tasks for building, maintaining, and conducting their businesses and
building their community but also for confronting emergencies of one
form or another. One of the best indications of this is found in a report of a grass fire in the April 1925 issue of the Gazette.2 A professional
fire-fighting facility was another type of infrastructure Macleays and
their neighbours lacked and, given the roads, they could hardly hope to
bring one in as necessary from one of the bigger, not-too-distant towns
like High River, and certainly not from Calgary.3 Rod Macleay himself
was in Calgary when this fire was first reported, and Laura must have
notified him by telephone, which by then was servicing most of rural
Alberta as well as the towns and cities.4 Macleay had to take the C & E
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train to Nanton, where Laura picked him up to get him to the “old shack
which was as near as the car could take him” to the scene of the conflagration.5 Following is the report:
A short time after noon on Thursday, April 30th. A large
cloud of smoke was seen in the South West.
Val Blake galloped post haste to the top of Muirhead
hill to investigate. About four o’clock he came back … with
the news that the fire was burning from Thorpe and Cartwright’s into the Half Way place.6
Cowboys and farmers were summoned from their work
to the scene of action—they hurried on horseback and with
teams into the hills, leaving Frank Sharpe fuming and fretting with a broken bone, in the bunkhouse.7 Very soon the
whole country-side was aroused by Stewart Riddle on the
phone and cars, tractors, ploughs, trucks, double-wagons,
4-horse teams and Fords came to swell the ranks of the
fire-fighters. …
All that night they fought the fire backed by a very
strong west wind. When the morning of May 1st dawned, it
had been conquered in most directions, but at one point was
burning more furiously than ever and the fight was not won
till the day was well spent. …
Great work was done by the men who worked strenuously, some for 24 hours without a rest and also by the Fordson tractor owned by R. L. McMillan.8 It ploughed valiantly
through the night, cutting up miles of fire-guard. …
Clem Henson and Hugh Jenkins did good work with
the coffee pot at the Thurber shack.9 The new Provincial
Police-man from Nanton worked through the night and
well into the day. Tex Smith fought so furiously that his feet
swelled beyond the dimensions of his riding boots, which he
had to dis-card and hang on his saddle.
Women and girls answered the call too. “We can’t say how many loaves
of bread and pounds of coffee were consumed but we are sure they were
no more than the valiant fighters desired and deserved. Mrs Martin and
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Miss Martin worked all night with Mrs Macleay (school ma’am hovering
in the background) to feed the hungry.”10
The fire was deadly and it caused a lot of damage, but without the
action by virtually everyone, including members the local Indigenous
nation, it could obviously have been a lot worse: “Thorpe and Cartwright
lost all their winter feed and all their corrals and buildings, but were
lucky enough to save their house around which Pete Comrie and one
Indian fought until they had to ride for their lives.11 Gardiner lost several
stacks and his hay flat was burned out.”12 Though Macleay’s “Half Way
Place” was damaged, fortunately the best grass land and the cabin were
saved.13 In giving expression to its pride in those who “willingly turned
out to fight the” flames, the Gazette quite rightly noted that this was
“everybody’s fire.”
This, then, was a case of people recognizing the basic requirements
of self-preservation. An unrestrained blaze could sweep across the dry
pastures and skip over the diminutive trail-like roads with a vengeance.
In earlier days when the country had been far less densely populated
than in the 1920s, fires had often been much less well attended and they
had at times caused a lot more damage than this one. In 1901, for example, a fire had broken out near the town of Gleichen when a man named
Dan McNelly carelessly threw a match into the grass after lighting his
pipe. The flames quickly spread over some fifty square miles, destroying the precious grasslands and causing horrible depredations among
the livestock. “Hundreds of cattle, horses and wild animals … perished
outright or were so badly marred they had to be killed or dragged themselves off to some secret spot to die lingeringly. Whole bands of horses
and cattle were burned to death in the bottoms of the Little Bow [River]
… many being still alive when the range riders found them after the fire
and mercifully shot them down in scores.”14
By the 1920s the rural western plains were as densely settled as they
would ever be. It was at that stage that people could come together in
sufficient numbers to deal effectively with such a threat. Episodes such
as this help us understand other characteristics about rural western society during the second frontier. These include politics. Frederick Jackson
Turner argued that the frontier had a democratizing effect on American
society because it stimulated reliance on individual action and initiative
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among its participants as they strove to build new homes and farms out
of the wilderness. This event suggests that a similar—though slightly
modified—interpretation could be applied to ranching society in the
western Canadian foothills. As people faced together the challenges associated with life in a remote region with very limited infrastructure,
and as they co-operated to take on local emergencies as well as a host
of other undertakings necessary to sustaining rural life, they learned
reliance on their collective self, which in turn gave them a sense of the
importance and potential of citizen action. How quickly the farmers,
ranchers, and hired help organized in this instance and how readily
they assumed responsibility for their own welfare suggests that by 1925
they had thoroughly embraced that concept. There is no reason to believe that the same could not be said for regions throughout the rural
Canadian West wherever conditions similar to those in the Porcupine
Hills prevailed. This event provides context from which to view the rise
of farmers’ co-operative movements in the early twentieth century, including the United Grain Growers, the Alberta Farmers’ Co-operative
Elevator Company, the Manitoba Grain Growers’ Association, and the
Saskatchewan Grain Growers’ Association.15 It also helps one comprehend how a farmer and rancher’s lobby group turned political party,
the United Farmers of Alberta, could sweep into power in 1921 with a
platform based on democratic and citizen enlisting principles, including
“Proportional Representation of All Classes,” “Direct Legislation and
Recall,” “Adequate Notice of Election,” and “Abolition of Patronage,” as
well as “Encouragement of Co-operation.”16
We would argue further that the same sorts of need encouraged rural rancher/farmers to overcome some traditional biases with respect to
both gender and race. Albertans generally have at times been described
as racists, and they have been accused of upholding a traditional, stereotypical and rather chauvinistic view of masculinity.17 Some of these depictions have come from the hard-nosed research of modern historians
looking back on the frontier period.18 The argument here, however, is
that the Rocking P Gazette stands as evidence that such portrayals could
be grossly overstated in reference to ranching society in the foothills in
the 1920s.
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Figure 10.1. Neighbouring ranchers cooperated to take on this challenge too. Dorothy
Macleay’s depiction of a Cattle rustler. Rocking P Gazette, May 1925, cover. Property of
the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Dealing first with the gender issue: there was in fact a tendency
among both sexes to allot a relatively high stature for this time in history to women and girls that stemmed first from the blurring of gender
roles. As we have seen, frontier exigencies forced men and women to
work closely together in pursuing and defending their operations and, as
Laura’s example demonstrates, this could include business. This brought
a reassessment of female capabilities, which can be detected in some of
the short stories the two young editors featured in their newspaper. A
good example is a piece Maxine wrote under the pseudonym “Carney
Mulligan,” entitled “Canyon Callum.”19 In this story, rancher Mike
Callum and an outlaw named Dead Shot Dan get into a gunfight over
Mike’s daughter, Canyon, whom Dead Shot covets. Dead Shot is faster on
the draw and he gets off the first shot, mortally wounding Mike. The assertive Canyon does not hesitate to take revenge: “at almost the same second … another shot rang out, ‘Dead Shot’ fell forward on his face dead”
and “out … stepped Canyon with a smoking colt in her hand.” After her
father dies from his wounds, Canyon, “now the boss of the ranch,” immediately takes over and makes changes necessary to the future. She appoints “one of the boys, Starr Skinner, foreman, firing Shorty McMillan
the old foreman, because he has fallen in love with her.” From that point
“everything went well for a year, then the boss and the foreman joined
to run the [ranch] together.” Even then Canyon is not content suddenly
to become the doting wife dutifully limiting herself to domestic duties.
While she gives up “shooting men” and “outlaws,” she keeps “up her target practice and riding” and continues to be a major player—a force to be
reckoned with—in the world outside the home.20
Interestingly, this story could be seen as foreshadowing the young
editors’ own futures, as they were both to marry and bring in a husband to
help them run their respective inherited portion of Macleay ranches. They
were both also to be forceful in business as well as operational matters.21
As some of the poetry such as “The Little Twenty-two” and “The
Feminine Cowboy” demonstrate, the high estimation of the abilities
of women represented in the “Canyon Mulligan” story would not have
been disputed by some in the Gazette’s male audience. We would argue
that that opinion was widespread on the ranching frontier as men recognized women’s crucial contributions.22 The other factor that gave frontier
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Figure 10.2. Canyon portrayed as an accomplished outdoors woman ready to saddle
her horse herself. The whip suggests she is not an overly gentle rider. Rocking P
Gazette, September 1923, 32. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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Figure 10.3. Gender roles were blurred in leisure activities too. Rocking P Gazette, April
1924, 9. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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women a power of their own was simply their small numbers relative
to males. The Rocking P Gazette represents a society in some ways still
proudly tied to the past, and it also reflects the reality that in one important respect that society had not changed a great deal demographically.
In the earliest days of settlement, around the turn of the twentieth century, males had outnumbered females by two or three to one depending
on the geographic location.23 For that reason young men had been constantly preoccupied with finding a mate. By the 1920s the gender gap
in Alberta had narrowed, but it had not by any stretch disappeared. In
1921, there were 324,208 males and 264,246 females in the province. The
disparity was about 22 percent. However, in the ages where both genders might be expected to be most interested in matrimony—between 25
and 54 years—there were 142,741 males and only 98,568 females.24 The
disparity was almost 45 percent. Moreover, in the countryside, where
the wage-earning component on the bigger farms and ranches was overwhelmingly male, it had to be considerably larger than in other more
populous areas.
In this social environment, young frontier men met few women,
single or married, in the course of life, and for that reason alone they
had been liable to feel uncomfortable and somewhat inadequate in their
presence. “I can’t remember that I ever spoke to but three good women in
all the time after I left my family,” a Montana cowboy reminisced, “and
they were all older women, or at least they were married … I’d been …
living with men. We didn’t consider we were fit to associate with [a good
woman] … the cowpunchers was afraid [of them]. “We were so damned
scared for fear that we would do or say something wrong—mention a leg
or something like that would send them up in the air.”25 One cowpuncher
related an incident involving a school teacher who “was a great favorite
with everybody.” One evening when he was at a dance the floor manager
announced a “Ladies’ Choice.” He “heard that call and figured [he] was
out for that dance—and took a big chew of tobacco.” “To my surprise,” he
said, “this little lady stepped up to me and asked me for that dance. Now
I had no chance to get rid of that chew and rather than let the little queen
know I chewed tobacco or lose that dance, I swallowed the whole works,
tobacco juice and all.” Later, the same guy commented on the “high regard and respect we had for those good women of that day, as we saw so
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few of them.” He told about an “old hard-faced cowpuncher that had a
grouch about something,” and would be spouting off about it. “When
one of those women would give him some little attention, his face would
soften up until you couldn’t tell it from the face of the Virgin Mary.”26
Dorothy and Maxine understood how relatively rare, cherished, and
sought after “good women” still were among the predominantly single
males on the Macleay holdings, and in issue after issue of their newspaper they gave vent to what they saw as their perpetual quest. “Special notice will be called to the cowpunchers, who since the new ‘school marm’
has arrived [for the Muirhead school], are looking fine in new chaps,
spurs, shirts, etc. and in some cases even new overalls,” they jokingly
commented in their September 1923 issue.27 Months later Robert Raynor
reported for the Gazette:
The annual meeting of the Muirhead School D[istrict] #
2032 was held in the Muirhead school at 2 O’Clock P.M.
on January 12th. Ratepayers present were; P. Comrie, T. W.
McKinnon, A. Leman, Chas Dew, H. Jenkins and R. Raynor.
A. Leman was re-elected trustee.28 It is amusing! You can
hardly get a connected sentence out of those dry-hide bachelors when it comes to educating the children of the district,
but it is surprising, it is marvelous, how they emerge from
their semi-coma state when the subject changes to whether
we have to engage a man or a lady teacher. The tidal wave
was running heavy in favor of a lady teacher.29
The girls realized that their ranch hands envisaged forming a relationship
with any female of the right age who happened to appear in the countryside. They may have known, too, that few suitable ladies ever settled very
long in any of the districts without being bombarded with proposals for
marriage.30 Frederick Ings thought this worthy of mention when he composed his memoirs in the 1930s. “In frontier countries, girls are scarce,
and so it was here. Hardly had a visiting sister, niece or friend arrived,
than she was besieged by suitors. Practically, every girl or young woman
who came in married at once. In fact, it was looked upon as a for[e]gone
conclusion.”31 Ethel Watts, herself, was engaged to Tom McKinnon, one
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of the Macleays favourite ranch hands, just in time for it to be mentioned
in the later editions of the Gazette.32
It also reflects their understanding of their audience that on average
the girls wrote at least one short story for each issue about one or more
cowboys searching or competing for a country damsel. All the stories offer refreshingly unencumbered plots. “The Easter Lily” by “Coyote Cal”
in March 1925 relates how Pete the cowboy, after inflicting a beating
on another potential suitor from the city, finds the power to express his
love to the young lady named Lily through a flower of the same name at
Eastertime.33 “Mixed Up,” in September 1923, is about a detective named
Slim who, after falling in love with a cowhand named Curly while the
latter is disguised as a woman, in the end finds true love with Curly’s
sister Shannon.34 In “The Dying Cowboy,” by “Antelope Al,” a ranch
hand bonds with a young lady after being fatally hurt in a fall from a
wild bronco. “Ann leaned over and met the lips of the dying cowboy. His
brown eyes smiled up into hers for an instant, his grey lips twisted and
he passed over the great divide.”35
It also reflects demographic conditions that near the end of each
monthly issue of the Gazette Dorothy and Maxine included a personal
column designated “matrimonial bureau.” Beyond doubt, it was meant
as a spoof, but it would be difficult to make the argument that it was
socially irrelevant.
These entries come from the December 1923 issue.36
Handsome young lady wishes to correspond with attractive
Cow-puncher with view to matrimony. Good flap-jack
thrower and whistler. Red-headed man preferred.—Miss.
B., Muirhead, Alberta.
Young lady wishes to correspond with cow-boy who can
cook and keep house, lady musical and fond of travel.
Photos exchanged. Ilene K. Box 3. Edmonton, Alberta.
Handsome young Cowpuncher wishes to correspond
with dark-haired young lady, one who can teach school
preferred. Apply, High (Box H.) River. Alberta.
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Who Will Take Me; –– ?
Crippled cowpuncher wishes old but nimble wife. Must be
good cook and house-keeper as puncher has one leg off at
knee, and a hook hand. Apply soon as possible to Robbers’
Roost, Alberta.
Wanted—
Wealthy young wife, looks don’t count. Man very homely
but stylish dresser. J.D.B. Okotoks, A.
Wanted –
Wife. Must be good cook, able to fry steak and boil water.
Not over thirty. Apply to C.H., High River.
Cowpuncher wants wife to run outfit for him. Has good
house and a large set of unbreakable dishes. Box 322,
Muirhead, Alta.
As the family ranches or ranch/farms rose out of the ashes of the cattle
corporations and established the second cattle frontier during the first
two or three decades of the twentieth century, their participants learned
that collaboration was a necessary strategy for economic survival. This
encouraged (or forced) them to understand that they were more resilient
when working closely together in face of emergencies such as forest fires,
just as they were when tackling routines such as putting up hay or nurturing and protecting their stock. Necessity, along with a numerical shortage
of females, also influenced them in some ways to hold women, relatively
speaking, in high respect while overlooking some traditional ideals.
This could and did at times have redeeming and gender-levelling
effects. To quote an expert on the lives of western women during this
period on the American frontier: “within the new and often unfamiliar sphere of activities imposed by frontier conditions, women compromised few of their Eastern-dictated goals, but they did find new outlets of
expression and new fields for personal development and satisfaction.”37
Laura Macleay’s case also provides support for this statement as well as
Mary Kinnear’s argument, noted above, that women in rural western
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Figure 10.4. Humorous because it’s not totally fictitious. “Matrimonial Bureau,”
Rocking P Gazette, March 1925, 72. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and
their descendants.
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Canada during the interwar period gained a sense of their own stature
on the land through their essential contributions to the rural economy.38
Again, this does not suggest that women on western ranches and
farms achieved equality. The world was not ready for that. Even the men
in the United Farmers of Alberta party, who did so much to promote
women’s rights including the vote in provincial and national elections
and dower privileges, did not foresee the path to parity.39 It does appear,
however, that many rural women felt they were genuinely working in
partnership with their husbands, which must, in turn, have brought
some (perhaps many) of them a certain amount of confidence as well as
self-esteem. This might also, then, help to explain why an almost endless
list of western women the likes of Emily Murphy, Henrietta Edwards,
Nellie McClung, Irene Parlby, Louise McKinney, Violet McNaughton,
Ida McNeal, Mary McCallum, Georgina Binnie-Clark, and Hannah
Gale were inspired to achieve so much politically, socially, or academically in the course of one lifetime.40 It could, moreover, suggest a reason
why women were able to win the franchise in the three prairie provinces
before they attained it at the national level, despite the fact that the total
population base (and especially the total female population base) of the
three provinces was far smaller than that of Ontario alone.41 Arguably,
it was by living in frontier society and viewing what so many so-called
ordinary women achieved in establishing and then sustaining the ranching and farming frontiers that these women were emboldened to believe
in, and to act upon, their own vast potential. The fact that two very young
ladies like Dorothy and Maxine Macleay had the temerity, albeit with
their female teacher’s help, to produce the seventeen monthly editions
of the Rocking P Gazette, with all its art, current events, scholarship, wit,
and humour, seems to bolster this interpretation.42
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11

From Religion to Race
Just as the Rocking P Gazette helps to contest the myth of the male chauvinist cowboy in the Canadian foothills in the 1920s, it ameliorates the
image of racial bigotry in rural Alberta as a whole. Prominent among the
scholars who have created this image is Professor Howard Palmer, who
has written of cases of discrimination against most non-Anglo groups in
the province and in particular against Blacks and Chinese.1 Other historians have also provided some very damning evidence of racism toward
Indigenous communities: Hugh Dempsey vividly describes the most celebrated massacre—the infamous Cypress Hills affair of 1873—in which
a number of American “wolfers,” Canadian traders, and Metis shot up
an Assiniboine camp, killing at least twenty men, women, and children;2
in Lost Harvests, Sarah Carter shows that discrimination within the
Department of Indian Affairs stood in the way of successful agricultural
development on western reserves; further, in “Rangers, Mounties, and the
Subjugation of Indigenous Peoples, 1870–1885,” Andrew Graybill argues
that the police do not deserve the praise some historians have heaped on
them for bringing the reservation system to fruition, as he informs us
that their prime objective was to cut the people off from their traditional food staple, the bison, ultimately subjecting the Cree and Blackfoot
to a life of poverty and starvation;3 and in Clearing the Plains; Disease,
Politics of Starvation and the Loss of Aboriginal Life, James Daschuk, as
his title suggests, takes that argument a step or two further.4
For the most part, people who advocated or constructed racial policies in the settlement of prairie western Canada were government or police officials in the East or they were residents of the bigger urban centres
in the West, including Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge, and Medicine
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Hat. They did not live in the countryside and did not experience the rural
frontier first hand. What the Rocking P Gazette evinces is that the tempering (though certainly not the eradication) of racist attitudes, was, as
with gender values, a reflection of the social environment in the countryside. One explanation for this we find in Paul Voisey’s exhaustive study of
the Vulcan area. Voisey shows that exclusivity by the English-speaking
majority in that community was next to impossible in political, religious,
social, and even sporting organizations because remoteness, the absence
of particular amenities, and low population numbers (compared to urban centres) dictated that people of different racial backgrounds had no
choice but to subject themselves to each other. This forced them to some
extent to turn a blind eye to cultural idiosyncrasies.5
A recent book by Professor Abram de Swaan helps us see this from
a new angle. De Swaan explains how, historically, bias against certain
groups in various societies around the globe has at times been augmented through a process of “compartmentalization,” even to the point of
making genocide acceptable.6 The author reveals that in numerous cases a minority group in a certain part of the world has been separated
socially, politically, and psychologically by and from the rest of society
and thus made to appear other than human. Using examples such as the
German slaughter of Jews during the Nazi era and the massacre of Tutsis
in Rwanda, he argues that segregation allowed people to be complicit
or even to participate in mass murder, without pangs of conscience. In
overly simplistic terms: it encouraged ordinary members of society to
view the victimized group as a malicious, immoral, subhuman whole
rather than a composite of individual men, women, and children. This
enabled them to raise feelings of disdain to disgust, bias to extreme bigotry, and finally hatred to a justification for or acceptance of killing.
What happened in the Canadian West was just the opposite of compartmentalization. This is instructively illustrated in religious relationships. Out west, people of different Christian religions, cut off by crude
transportation facilities from more densely populated urban centres and
chronically short of capital, built and had to share very basic church facilities. This forced them at times to worship with Christian denominations other than the one they considered their own; and that encouraged
them to see the people in those denominations as human beings, and
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thus to be somewhat accepting of them and less intolerant.7 One example
comes from the correspondence of Mary Inderwick, an Anglican who in
the mid-1880s attended a Methodist sermon at Pincher Creek, Alberta,
simply because it was the only one available on that particular Sunday.
She disliked the service and especially the minister: “Though very earnest and suffering all sorts of hardships in his good cause, … he was the
wrong sort of man to do much good to wicked humanity. He was learned
in all but sympathy with young men’s high spirits and love of fun and he
lacked nice genial manners.” When, however, an Englishman “attacked
… the whole service” in a very “uncharitable way,” she jumped to its
support. “I glorified the whole church service including the awkward
little man who preached to us.” She acknowledged that in this she was
empathizing with a Methodist friend who was at the church on that day.8
The Rocking P Gazette suggests that the Macleays themselves were
among those who, in part because of the mixed-religion environment on
the second frontier, were not particularly zealous in their commitment
to a particular denomination.9 To be sure, they were Christians. Among
other things, in the December 1923 issue of the Gazette, a piece titled
“Christmas” lays out the traditional story of the birth of Christ. “Nineteen
hundred and twenty-three years ago, Joseph, the husband of Mary, had
a dream” in which “he saw an angel from God standing beside him who
said—‘Joseph, I have come to tell you that you and Mary shall have a
son sent by the Lord God. You shall call his name Jesus.’”10 However, the
lack of any but the most universal Christian expressions in the Rocking P
Gazette, and the fact that in the several stories in the paper in which the
church is mentioned it does not have a specific parochial label applied to
it, seems to indicate that the Macleays, like Mary Inderwick, tended to
be willing to look beyond denominational differences.11 Family members
did not let passionate commitment to one group or another cause strong
feelings. They apparently were even prepared to play down the often-volatile Protestant–Catholic relationship in Britain. A line in an educational
article in the Gazette glibly reads: “the people in the south of Ireland are
mostly Roman Catholic and good fighters, while the people in the North
are Protestants and quite peaceful.”12
This sort of attitude in rural western society as a whole is visible in
racial as well as religious relationships, and it derived from the same
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Figure 11.1. Christian leanings. Rocking P Gazette, March 1925, 24. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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source: subjection to diversity caused (or enabled) people to blur traditional boundaries. There is little doubt, for instance, that government officials and North West Mounted Police officers who actually themselves
regularly patrolled the non-urban frontiers and spent much of their
time with Indigenous people showed a willingness to protect them from
white society and from the harsh policies they were supposed to be imposing. From the beginning, some police officers quickly extinguished
any attempts by the cattlemen to exaggerate Indigenous depredations or
to take the law into their own hands to deal with them. When George
and Edward Maunsell and some of their neighbours blamed local tribes
for the disappearance of their stock on range near Fort Macleod in the
late 1870s, Indian Commissioner of the North-West Territories, Edgar
Dewdney, backed by Colonel James F. Macleod of the North West
Mounted Police, told them in no uncertain terms that much of this was
undoubtedly due to cattle wandering back across the line to Montana
and of rustling by whites. “Can we shoot any Indians we find killing
our stock?” one of the ranchers asked. “If you do,” Dewdney told them,
“you’ll probably hang.”13 In the 1880s, Colonel Macleod himself showed
genuine compassion for the plight of tribal groups in southern Alberta
who seemed to be on the verge of starvation after the disappearance of
the Buffalo. He laid in all the provisions he could at Fort Macleod to
help them out, and he pushed for more government generosity in other
regions. He told his wife that he had “proposed that a supply [of foodstuffs] should be sent … to the Red Deer River to be given” the people
there. The “poor creatures have been living on fish for some time back
as the supplies here are about exhausted, but that source is now failing
them as the fish are going back from the creeks to the lakes where the
Indians cannot catch them with their nets.” Macleod was highly critical
of the government for not providing better. “I am not at all satisfied, with
the arrangements [it] has made about the supplies for the Indians,” he
continued. “Indeed, they do not appear to appreciate in the least the calls
that will be made upon them this summer. They appear to think that
the poor creatures can gain their livelihood by hunting—as if everyone
didn’t know that there is nothing for them to hunt.”14 There is also evidence of police personnel reaching out to particular tribal groups and
in so doing establishing amiable relationships with them.15 Nanton area
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rancher Frederick Ings wrote of a Blackfoot Chief named Old Sun who,
he believed, “became a loyal ally of the Red Coats,” and actually called
them “the Red Man’s friends.”16
Arguably, the moderation of bigoted attitudes toward people of a variety of racial backgrounds occurred among many of the cattle ranchers
once they, like the Mounties, had been in the West and had experienced
the rural second frontier setting for a significant period of time. The
Macleays’ example helps to illustrate this. There is no question that by the
1920s they were cognizant of the fact that the social environment they
were living in was a multicultural one. In the western foothills, there was
a strong numerical predominance of Anglos—English-speaking people
from Great Britain, eastern Canada, and the United States. The Macleays
were representative of those who had been “Canadianized.” They were
aware of their Scottish heritage, but after immigrating to the Eastern
Townships in Quebec and then settling for decades in the West, they
had gone through the process of acculturation. They must, therefore, at
times have felt culturally distinct from even the more recent Anglo immigrants around them, whether from Great Britain, the United States,
or even eastern Canada. And they could not have failed to recognize
that there was a sprinkling of people in their society whose families had
originated in a variety of non-Anglo countries of continental Europe.17
Employed at one time on their own holdings were men with surnames
such as Koff (Jewish), Krepps (German), Van Eden (Dutch), Weise
(German), LeMaster (Americanized from the French, Lemestre), and
Orvis (Gaelic).
The fact that Rod Macleay hired these people and that he collaborated with a variety of cultures both on and off his ranches suggests
a certain imperviousness to racial differences. When he spent the day
repairing a hayrack with an employee of German descent, or when he
co-operated with a Dutch farmer to pasture his cattle in the wintertime,
or perhaps build a fence between their respective landholdings, he could
not help but recognize their personal characteristics and he lost any tendency to confuse them with some foggy vision he might have inculcated
of an alien mass.
Macleay had a long history of working with Indigenous people as
well as other non-Anglo groups. He knew of, and in his earliest years
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in the Alberta foothills probably paid into, funds that the stock associations provided to various bands to wage war against wolves that so
severely threatened the ranchers’ herds.18 Thereafter, he also hired band
members to work on his own place. A Stoney named Ezra Left-hand
is mentioned in the September 1924 issue of the Rocking P Gazette as
having stooked wheat in one of his fields.19 Years later the Lethbridge
Herald reported that Rod “employed … Indians” many times in “fencing, harvesting, horse-breaking and [for] numerous ranch duties.” It is
evident as well that he became empathetic toward these people when he
got to know them. In the 1940s he and a number of his neighbours went
out of their way to support the nearby Stoney band by putting pressure
on the federal government to find them more land considered necessary to their survival. Finally, in 1948, Indian Affairs succumbed to their
pressure by purchasing the Eden Valley ranch near Longview for the
tribe. In gathering for an annual pow wow on their “traditional meeting
place”—Macleay’s Emerson homestead—the Stoneys “spoke in gratitude
… to the white people who had aided them ably in representation to
government.” The Lethbridge Herald asserted that “no private citizen has
so consistently befriended the Stoneys and supported their claims,” as
Macleay. The “Indians” apparently emphasized that without [Macleay’s]
“help they could not have got through some of the hard winters.”20
Laura Macleay no doubt adjusted somewhat to cultural realities on
the frontier too, via her own subjection to diversity, and, perhaps to some
degree, in the process of assimilating her husband’s views. The same
could be said about Dorothy and Maxine, who, as we have seen, worked
cattle with various of the Macleays’ cowpunchers as they grew up. It is
evident, moreover, that all three members of the Rocking P Gazette’s staff
had reasons directly associated with the publishing business for embracing a multicultural attitude. As with any frontier newspaper, in order
to achieve credibility, they needed the collective support of their local
community. This they instinctively understood, and they did their best
to keep everyone on the ranch involved in the paper on a continuing
basis by, for instance, encouraging them to enter little monthly contests
to pick a title for a story,21 or to name a fictitious person,22 or simply to
pick a number from 0 to 99,23 or count dots.24
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Figure 11.2. One of the girls’ little competitions to keep the men interested. Rocking P
Gazette, November 1923, 54. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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The fact that the ranch hands contributed so many of their own
written pieces to the publication indicates that they found it engaging.
However, at points when their work schedules were intense, their contributions to the Gazette tended to decline, as they did to the Foothhills
Terrors. At one such time, Dorothy and Maxine softly and indirectly
reprimanded them for not showing more enthusiasm.
Last month the overworked staff of the Gazette burned the
midnight oil (two whole whales full) in endeavour to meet
the pressing demands of a public hungry for samples of our
best literary food. … We accomplished something but there
were no outside contributions and no solutions to our contest. This month behold!!!!! Owing to the energetic agency at
the Bar S Ranch of our cowboy reporter, Frank Van Eden,
and the enthusiasm which he has inspired in all departments, punchers, farmers, cooks and bottle-washers—we
now place in the hands of our admiring circulation a champion number. N.B. New poets, New Artists, Record competition results, More Local News. … 25
In essence, the Gazette was a microcosm of its society. Like that society, it depended on co-operation and collaboration between the owners
(Dorothy and Maxine), the manager (Miss Watts), all the men (“punchers, farmers, cooks and bottle-washers”), and anyone else who was part
of the community around it (i.e. on Macleay ranches). To be successful it too needed the dedication and commitment of the Van Edens,
LeMasters, and Kreppses as much as those of the McDonals, McKinnons,
and Smiths. It is not really surprising, therefore, that the Gazette tended
to be a voice for racial harmony. The reader finds all kinds of evidence of
this. For instance, the jokes about nationality aimed at the numerically
predominant culture on the ranch—the one the paper’s founders themselves claimed—are numerous. The editors’ pen poked fun at Scottish
people, not just, as we have seen, for their language but also:
For their supposed parsimoniousness:
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“A Scotchman, wishing to commit suicide, went next door
and carefully turned on his neighbor’s gas.”26
And sometimes more generally:
“An Englishman, a Scotchman and an Irishman had a wager
concerning which of them could stay longest in a room with
a skunk.
The Irishman went in first, stayed one minute and beat a
hasty retreat.
Then the Englishman, with his superior powers of endurance, remained in the room for two minutes before he was
beaten.
The Scot won the wager, as he stayed in for three minutes—
then the skunk came out!!” 27
A racially broad view is also reflected in plots and story lines the girls
and their teacher presented. Above all else, these show genuine affection and concern for Indigenous people. An excellent example is a piece
by Watts in the November 1924 issue in which she made ranch worker,
Ezra Left-hand, the hero.28 In describing Left-hand’s marriage ceremony,
Watts wrote:
[It] was held under the blue Skies, among the flaming glories
of the Indian Summer and to the glorious name of Left-hand
the preacher added that of “Ezra” which means “Help”—For
he prophesied that in years to come … [he] of the strong Left
Hand [would] do much to help his brothers, the Redmen,
in the days when whites should ride and herd cattle in the
Foothills of the West.29
This same recognition of the peril white folk wrought for Indigenous
people and their culture as they invaded their territory is evident in the
“Song of Hiawatha” credited to Annabella Trunk in the May 1924 issue.
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Figure 11.3. Depiction of a Scottish gentleman. Rocking P Gazette, November 1924, 34.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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It draws on Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 1855 poem of the same
name. “But with spring came food, and people from the far east who told
Hiawatha that the white man had come. That very day across the great
lake came the ‘canoe with pinions’ full of white people. Then Hiawatha
bid good-bye to old Nokomis, and got into his birch bark canoe and
sailed away into the west alone to die.”30
Dorothy, Maxine, and their teacher depicted Indigenous people as
heroic worthy of compassion and understanding. The Macleay girls’ visual art adds to this picture. It looks back to a perceived age when they
were warriors—gallant, forceful, self-determined—or hunters and traders—freely and purposely participating in the fur trade.
The Macleays’ attitude toward the Chinese workers they employed in
the 1920s, as reflected in the Rocking P Gazette, actually suggests a level of
racial compassion uncommon almost anywhere in the West at the time. It
also helps to illustrate the thesis promulgated in this chapter. In order to
understand this it is necessary to recognize that in tiny prairie towns as
well as the bigger urban centres, the Chinese were the one people against
whom prejudices were almost never overcome.31 They were constantly restricted to the bottom rung in the social hierarchy. White people were prepared to use their laundry services or eat in their restaurants, but they did
not want the Chinese to mix and mingle socially or politically with the rest
of society. Some Albertans went so far as to rally publicly against allowing
white women and girls to work in Chinese business establishments, presumably for fear the owners would infiltrate white blood lines.32
The Gazette, though, reflects a genuine warmth for the two Chinese
men who cooked the meals in the Macleay home during the early to
mid-1920s. Among other things, it features a piece in the February 1924
issue written in Mandarin by Charlie Lung, with a painting of a Chinese
junk next to it.33 Below the painting are Rudyard Kipling’s poignant and
race-transcending words: “Till the junk-sails lift through the homeless
drift and the East and the West are one.”
Chinese daffodils are the most beautiful of vistas
I have heard it said, “The people are the basis of the state, and
food is [as important as] Heaven to the people.”34 [I add that]
Food among the people cannot be lacking for [even] one day.
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Figure 11.4. Dorothy Macleay’s depiction of an Indigenous warrior. Rocking P Gazette,
April 1925, cover. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.5. Indigenous riders. Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, cover. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.6. Indigenous history as Dorothy and Maxine knew it. Rocking P Gazette,
April 1924, 30. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.7. Charlie Lung’s writings. Rocking P Gazette, February 1924, 37. Property of
the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Of the most auspicious of flowers, none can compare with
[Chinese] daffodils; of the most luxuriant of flowers, none
can compare with peonies. Among the sons or daughters of
men,35 there are none who do not pine and long [for Chinese daffodils]. In going to the morning market and in arriving at Maishen,36 sick and frail girls are most refreshed and
pleased and see [Chinese daffodils] as objects of diversionary
amusement, because no time is better than this37 [to enjoy
the beauty of Chinese daffodils]. Because the realm of the
British does not have these marvelous things,38 they alone
are called the king of flowers.
[Written by] Charlie Lung at Maiwei,39 on the outskirts of
[characters illegible].40
The Macleay girls also included Charlie Lung in the little monthly competitions they ran in their newspaper and, most remarkably, their teacher praised Lung and another Chinese cook, George Wong, in the short
story “Forty Years On.” In this story, Watts described the family and
only a few of its closest workers coming back for a reunion at the ranch
in 1964.41 “Supper was served on the hillside and the dear old cooks,
Charlie and Wong, surpassed themselves in the excellence of the repast.
Wong, the Chinese cow-boy-cook, had for long years been famous in the
wild and woolly West. Charlie smiling as ever, called Hullo! To all his old
friends, while he served out hot cakes and ’lasins pie.’”
Unlike most people in western society, the Macleay girls and their
teacher shared a home with their Chinese acquaintances and got to know
them on a personal level. To borrow from both Voisey and de Swaan, in
this situation exclusion and compartmentalization were impossible, and
long-standing racial sensibilities somewhat irrelevant. The objective here
is not, and has not been, to paint the Macleays, or any westerners, in eulogistic terms. We are not suggesting that anyone purged themselves of
Old World racial prejudices, only that in the frontier setting some people
found it necessary to temper them. To put this another way: men like
Colonel Macleod may have felt compassion for Indigenous people, but
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Figure 11.8. Ancient Chinese sailing ship or “junk.” Rocking P Gazette, February 1924,
36. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.9. Charlie Wong and other Macleay workers as the Gazette staff thought they
would look in forty years, featured in the same issue as Watts’ story, Rocking P Gazette,
May 1924, 77. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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that did not mean that they were able, or even tried, to think of them
as equal to themselves. “I have the room formerly occupied by Captain
Walsh [at the Cypress barracks] and sleep in his bed,” Macleod wrote to
his wife in 1878.42 “I cannot help thinking of the queer companions who
must have occupied it with him. I turn from the thought with a shudder. The idea of a dirty squaw in the place of the sacred person of one’s
wife. Isn’t it beastly—that’s the word that suits the case exactly.”43 We can
assume that the Macleays retained biases toward other races as well. It
was, moreover, the condition of their social and economic environment,
not some innate, forward-looking, enlightened view of the world, that
forced many people to soften some of their ideas on race or, indeed, gender. Amelioration of Old World values was a necessity, or at very least
helpful, in a remote and as yet relatively undeveloped agricultural society
where people routinely had to transcend traditional boundaries in order
to confront challenges such as putting out a prairie fire, feeding a number
of hungry cowpunchers, or putting together a “Conservatoire Musicale.”
Frontier historians have arrived at this conclusion when viewing
other societies during the building years. For instance, scholar and
historian of American frontier women’s history Sandra Meyres writes:
“many of the irrational myths and stereotypes which formed an important part of racist and nativist sentiment in the East and South were
also present in the [American] West.” However, “the face to face confrontations and political, religious and economic conflicts—which were
also an important part of nativism did not occur as often in frontier areas or in the new Western communities.” “Westering women,” Meyres
concludes, “packed many of their prejudicial myths and stereotypes
with them, but often these ideas were modified or sometimes discarded,
along with other prized possessions, when they confronted the frontier and its inhabitants” first-hand.44 In conjunction with other source
materials, the Rocking P Gazette enables (or requires) the historian to
depict the Macleays and their life on the ranch as they really were, rather than as we might assume them to have been. That is one of its most
substantive qualities.
It would be convenient to end the discussion of race in frontier society and in the Rocking P Gazette at this point. Unfortunately, that is not
possible. In dealing with the Macleays, their society and attitudes toward
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ethnicity, we cannot avoid considering evidence in the Gazette that on
the surface detracts from our argument. That is to say, there is some
discomfiting language that if taken in the modern context could, and
would, be considered extremely racist. To account for this and maintain
our argument, we need first to remind the reader (and ourselves) that
present-day values may differ from those of earlier times. When she, he,
or we come across words that now might be viewed as racially derogatory, it is necessary to recognize that the people who used them in the
1920s did not necessarily intend them that way. There are two examples:
in suggesting the cause of a forest fire, a report in the April 1925 issue
of the Gazette noted the possibility that it occurred when “an Indian
Squaw’s teepee was blown over in the gale.”45 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, white people often used this word. When it was
not accompanied by negative adjectives, they simply meant to signify an
Indigenous woman.46 Indeed, to cowpunchers in particular the word was
often a term of endearment. In Montana, Teddy (Blue) Abbott became
infatuated with an Indigenous girl who would have nothing to do with
him.47 “I wanted this girl so much that I asked her if she’d marry me,
but she wouldn’t do that either.” He explained that he and his buddies
“were starving for the sight of a woman, and some of the young squaws
were awful good-looking, with their fringed dress of soft deer or antelope skin that hung just below their knees. … Oh, boy, but they looked
good to us. But I was always that way. I always wanted a dark-eyed woman.”48 Abbott eventually married the daughter of a white rancher named
Granville Stuart and his full-blooded Shoshone wife. By all appearances,
they had a very happy marriage—producing eight children and numerous grandchildren.49
Abbott’s matrimonial harmony is actually replicated in a story in the
Gazette titled “In the Tall Timber,” in which a young man named Hal
Brown falls in love with and marries a “beautiful” “half-breed” named
“Melesse,” who stays with him through difficult times on the run from
the police, and nurses him for weeks through a dreadful disease, the
“Red Fever.”50
The famed cowboy artist, Charlie Russell, felt deep and genuine admiration for the Indigenous men and women he met in the American
and Canadian West. He painted the women many times, and he used
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Figure 11.10. Charles M. Russell, Squaw Travois, 1895, watercolor, Montana Historical
Society Collection, X1954.01.01, Gift of Maude and Florence Fortune.

the now-offending “S-word” with anything but contempt or disdain.
To quote Russell’s best-known biographer, he treated the women “with
poignant tenderness” in his paintings. “In Indian Maid in Stockade,”
he “brought a unique interpretation to a portrait of a tribal beauty. The
woman slouches against the silver-grey logs of the fort, flaunting not
only her handsomeness, but her ornamentation as well. Russell imbued
her with independence, self-assurance, and almost a touch of defiance,
making the viewer aware of the woman’s sense of self-worth.”51 Charlie
Russell, like Teddy (Blue) Abbott and all the Macleays, lived and sometimes worked closely with Indigenous people. Once again, we would not
suggest that he or they had no biases toward them but simply that they
could not help but see and feel that they were people too.
Another word the Macleays and many others commonly used that
would today be considered not just racist but extremely so was the “N
word.” It would also be wrong, however, to simply label this as such in
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either the first or second cattle ranching frontiers. The word was regularly affixed to John Ware and his ranching outfit, but we should remember that Ware himself was one of the most widely respected and
time-honoured men in the western Canadian ranching community,
mainly because he put his celebrated rangeland skills to work establishing the cattle industry.52 “John is not only one of the best natured and
most obliging fellows in the country, but he is one of the shrewdest cow
men, and the man is considered pretty lucky who has him to look after
his interest,” reported the Macleod Gazette on 23 June 1885. On 2 March
1892, the Calgary Tribune stated that “no man in the district has a greater
number of warm-personal friends.”53 Slim Marsden of Vulcan once honoured him as “a famous Bar U cowboy, who in his heyday rode the wide
open spaces, broke uncountable wild broncos, started two ranches of his
own,” and was “known where ever stockmen gathered together, as a top
hand, the great and colourful personality—John Ware.”54
The cynic would say that Ware was accepted because, as was so often
said, though he was “black on the outside he was white on the inside.”55
But in a way, that is just the point. Before becoming a family rancher, he
had co-operated closely with white cattlemen, first in driving in stock
for the Bar U way back in 1882 and then as a cowhand working some
of the first great herds on the open range. He was known to be gifted
at all the specialties of the craft he and the other cowboys shared—“the
best specimen of the negro race who came as an expert cowman and
bronco-twister … a splendid roper and a grand roughrider.”56 The men
who worked alongside Ware were forced to see him as one of them. They
therefore adjusted their attitudes toward black people—a little. Were all
black people, like Ware, equal to whites in at least some respects? No—
but obviously, the possibility existed that some could be. Racism did not
go away—it was tempered.
The tempering rather than the obliterating of racial prejudice toward black people is also demonstrated by some of the humour in the
Gazette. Thus under “Jokes” in the September 1924 issue the following
dialogue appears:57 “When the colored couple were being married, and
the minister read the words, ‘love, honour and obey,’ the bridegroom
interrupted, ‘Read dat ag’in; parson; read dat onst mo’ so de lady kin
ketch de full solemnity of de meanin. I’se been married befo.’” This is just
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one of a number of times the editors put such language in the mouth of
a black person.58 Unquestionably, it illustrates the acceptance of stereotyping based on unconfirmed and, therefore, prejudicial assumptions.
However, it does not mean that the girls or their teacher hated black people. It just means they found what they assumed was the typical dialect
of that particular racial group amusing. Exactly the same could be said
about their rendition of the dialect typifying their own and a number of
their workers’ countrymen.59
First Scot – “Wot sort o’minister hae ye gotten, Geordie?”
Second Scot – “Oh well, he’s muckleworh [worthless]. We
seldom get a glint o’ him; six days o’ th’ week he’s envees’ble
and o the’ seventh he’s incomprehens’ble.”60
The Gazette illustrates too that the N word was sometimes (perhaps often) used as, or in, the name of a black horse. The obituary for a cowpuncher in the April 1925 issue reads: “For a number of years recently Bill Krepps has been on the Rocking P continually, except for a few
months in each year spent in Calgary, during the coldest winter months.
He will be best remembered, riding ‘Old Nigger Baby’ down the trail at
a slow walk, with little Buster bustling along at the cowhorse’s heels”61
When we judge this, we should acknowledge two facts. First, there was
almost nothing in this world a cowpuncher cared about more than his
horse—often his pal as well as his trusted mount—the one being that
could help make him great in a world of riding, roping, and cutting. His
or her name was a form of endearment, not an insult or fumbling effort
to equate a certain type of people with animals. Secondly, people in the
western foothills in the 1920s were isolated by time, great distances, and
bad roads from the racially fuelled world of the southern United States.
When Anglos used this expression, it reflected their naivety, their ignorance—but it did not necessarily signify aversion to, or loathing of, people whose predecessors came from Africa. In essence it just meant black.
Times change, social conditions change, meanings change. When
the N or the S word is used today it is undeniably, blatantly, and brazenly
racist. In the remote and isolated rural West of the past, when all sorts
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of people from all sorts of places had to moderate Old World presumptions for practical reasons, this was not necessarily so. Our next chapter
will underscore this argument by examining and trying to explain the
Rocking P Gazette’s vision of self.
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12

Reinforcing Family Values
It is seldom appreciated how secluded country life in western Canada
was until after World War II. Though the automobile and the trucks for
hauling grain were common by the 1920s, they were capable of doing
only a little to firm up connections between rural and urban communities or, indeed, between rural and rural communities. Firstly, they could
not make the roads any better. Clay Chattaway rightly describes them as
“trails” rather than what we know today as roads—they were muddy and
slippery when it rained or during spring thaw; they were also not raised
above the fields and pastures around them as they are today, and, therefore, drifted over badly during even relatively modest winter blizzards.
They continued to be crisscrossed with livestock gates too, which someone in every car, truck, or wagon had to open before going through and
dared not leave that way afterward. Moreover, the motor vehicle in the
1920s was still a very basic piece of equipment. In 1924, the Gazette reported that Rod’s cousin had bought a car. He was none too pleased with
it. “A great sensation was caused by Stewart Riddle, one day not long ago,
when he drove into the Rocking P, in a tin fliver [sic] and claimed it was
his own, and that he only paid $20.00 for it.1 Later on he said if he had
had an axe he would have killed his car coming up some of the hills.”2 To
be sure, rancher/farmers felt that the first trucks were an improvement
over horses for hauling grain, but the vehicles nonetheless were not comparable to the much bigger and more powerful modern versions running
on open gravel and asphalt surfaces.
Relative rural seclusion is evidenced by the frequent references in the
Gazette to the T. Eaton and Simpson’s department store catalogues for
mail ordering consumer goods.3 Rural people ordered all sorts of things
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Figure 12.1. Ranchers liked the trucks in the 1920s, yet they continued to haul wheat by
horse and wagon when the roads and paths were just too bad for motor vehicles. Rocking
P Gazette, Part A: April 1925, 19; Part B: November 1924, 24; Part C: September 1924,
11. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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through the catalogues rather than enduring a long and cumbersome
trip to one of the big towns (in this case Calgary) every time they wanted
to search for products. The Gazette thus ran mock ads for everything
from “Electric pads … for punchers’ backs when cold,” to overcoats, to
engagement rings, to “dancing pumps,” and “Miss Lovely writing pads.”4
Purchasing through the catalogues was a little like using the online system today except that one had to rely on the chronically slow regular
mail service and eventually probably had to do some travelling anyway
to pick up the items at a depot in the nearest town or village.5
Part of the attraction of the catalogue, particularly for women, was
the sensation they got, while thumbing through its pages, of being able to
keep up to date on all the latest fashions in the big cities. Ranch women
may have been proud of the country life, but they did not want to be
considered, or to consider themselves, “country bumpkins.” One woman
remembered that it was in part through the ads in catalogues and other
print media forms that she managed to enter the world of “shops and
fashions and coloured illustrations of the Gibson Girls with high pompadours and shirtwaist dresses.” Eventually, she said, “Tiffany’s, Fifth
Avenue, Delmonico’s, the brown stoned mansions of the Vanderbilt’s
and their ilk” in faraway New York, “seemed as real to me as Nanton.”6
Dorothy and Maxine shared this fascination, and they fed it by replicating images from the catalogues and presumably from any magazines to
which they had access on the ranch, for the benefit of their female audience, including Miss Watts, their mother, Aunt Gertrude, who so often
stayed at the ranch after her husband died (and then married Stewart
Riddle), and any of the females, including Mrs. Walters and her daughter
and other wives who lived with their husbands on the ranch as well.7
The Macleay editors’ utilization of the catalogues and the mail order
system to overcome the remoteness of country life fitted in with their
positive approach to the racial and cultural diversity that existed on the
ranch. It is also evident that they hoped to enhance worker contentment
and thereby facilitate productivity on the ranch as a whole. Rod Macleay
might well have realized that one of the advantages his enterprise had
over the failed company operations was the close working relationship
he was able to cultivate not just with Laura and the girls but with all
his employees. Whatever the case, as we have seen, he worked closely
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Figure 12.2. Latest fashions in hair styles were also of interest to the female audience
probably taken from magazines. Rocking P Gazette, Part A: February 1925, 65; Part B:
February 1925, 65–66; Part C: March 1925, 68. Property of the Blades and Chattaway
families and their descendants.
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Figure 12.3. There are catalogue ads in the Gazette for men’s things too—but fewer.
“Ads,” Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, 68. Property of the Blades and Chattaway
families and their descendants.
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with them often and whenever he could. However, the Macleays’ holdings were so large, relatively speaking, and the number of employees so
great that Rod could obviously not be in close contact with all his men
on all parts of the operation all of the time. He had, moreover, obligations that periodically took him off the ranch, for instance, to deal with
the bank or the courts or to fulfill his obligations as vice president of
the Western Stock Growers Association or as president of the Council of
Western Beef Producers.8 Anything that would help to build up incentive and a sense of duty and commitment among the men when he could
not be there was important. As one reads through the Rocking P Gazette
one feels quite certain that under their teacher’s guidance, Dorothy and
Maxine recognized this and that by drawing on the contributions of all
the young “punchers, farmers, cooks and bottle-washers” they ultimately were trying to bolster and sustain the collective feeling among the
Macleay workers that they were far more than just a wage-earning necessity—they too were part of a family.
This is demonstrated in a number of ways in the pages of the newspaper. Firstly, there is a “Local News” section in each issue, which duplicated a section that appeared in regular small-town newspapers in this
period, variously titled “Of Local Interest,“9 “Local and Personal,”10 “The
Home Town,”11 or “Local Notes.”12 Under such titles the community papers reported any bits of current events, however trivial, that acknowledged almost anything in which individuals in the area were involved.
The following sample from the February 1924 Gazette reads very much
like any of those reports:
Feb. 15th. Miss E.B. Watts while out sliding with D. Macleay,
met an accident. She was thrown from the toboggan, and
seriously damaged her knee cap. However she brightened
up as [her then boyfriend] McKinnon hove into sight, *over
the horizon.
Frank Van Eden rode over from the Bar S on his new horse
“Spoof,” on the 15th.
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Jesse Walters and Ted Nelson13 came over to “fan” wheat on
the 23rd. They were unable to do any work that day, but got
one load done on the 24th. On the 25th they had engine trouble and it took S. Riddle, J. Walters and T. Nelson all day to
“get’er going” again.
Feb. 26th . Robert Raynor and Stewart Riddle went over to
the Bar S to chop [grain]. They worked all day and finished
up their job on the morning of the 27th.
Feb. 28th, Val Blake and Tex Smith rode the Bar U flat, bringing home a few strays.
Stewart Riddle this month won a thirteen dollar “Cayuse
Indian Blanket,” by picking out the right name in a competition given by the Shriners in Calgary.14
A significant proportion of this type of information came from one or
two of the workers appointed by the Macleay girls, and that, along with
the news itself, could only have created and augmented a feeling of commonality—of belonging.15
The Gazette staff no doubt recognized, too, that portraying an individual Macleay ranch hand in any of the pieces they themselves wrote
added to the effect. For that reason, many of their short stories centre
around Tom McKinnon, Jimmy Hendrie, Val Blake, Tex Smith, Bill
Krepps, Frank Van Eden, Stewart Riddle, or Jim or Ralph McDonal.
Usually, one of them is featured in an amusing vein, as a cowboy in love
or a vicious gunslinger or just a young ranch hand prone to foibles of
one type or another.16 Sometimes, on the other hand, as in Watts’ “Forty
Years On” and “The Romance of Ezra Left-hand,” one or more of them is
shown in a more serious aspect.
The ladies liked as well to employ humour as a tactic to keep the people in their audience laughing lightheartedly at each other. “Crack-shot
Val,” credited to “Dynamite Dick” but in Maxine’s hand, takes a shot,
so to speak, at Val Blake for an incident about which he was no doubt
feeling a bit sheepish.
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The coyotes were not very thick,
So the hunters never got a pick.
And there was a lot of fun
When anybody sighted one.
Now hold your breath and listen well,
To the tale I have to tell
’Twas a bright, sunshiny day,
Clem and Val, were hauling hay.
Val was feeling extra strong,
He had his faithful gun along.
All of a sudden they saw on the hill,
A Coyote, who stood very still.
“I’ll shoot that bird, hold the horses tight.”
Val grabbed his gun and took an aim, right
At the head of the coyote, so staunch
Who was now sitting on his haunch.
Three dreadful minutes silence reigned,
And then the gun roaring flamed,
And kicked Val out upon the ground.
While Mr. Coyote got up and looked around.
Then slowly trotted off on his way,
As limping Val climbed back on the load of hay.17
In “Val’s Lament” by “Sixshooter Sam,” Dorothy teased a cowpuncher
about his love life:
Aw, Minnie, Minnie, where art thou?
Thou whom I think of when driving the cow,
Thou whom I dream of when working the plow,
And many moons have passed
Since I saw you last, Minnie.
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Minnie, who used to laugh and talk,
Minnie, who pointed to me the love hawk,
And darned, with her tender hands my sock!
But many moons have passed
Since I saw you last, Minnie.
Come, and once more, let me behold
Your shining face of brilliant gold,
Cause Minnie my hand is growing cold,
But many moons have passed
Since I saw you last, Minnie. …18
Dorothy and Maxine also used images to poke fun at individual Macleay
workers. The following and others are found under “Cartoons,” in the
April 1925 issue (see page 197, 198, and 199).
One of the clearest single expressions of the Rocking P Gazette’s
team-building qualities is a limerick entitled “How d’ye do” by the
“Classic Muse” (Ethel Watts), which was based “after the latest musical
hit of the city” (perhaps Alice in Wonderland). All family members and
all the ranch hands are given credit in the poem for their place in the
Macleay community and in a western vision. Even the family pets are
included. The poem is a fitting conclusion to this part of our discussion.
How d’ye do, rocking P?
How are you?
How’s the cattle,—how’s the wheat and oat crops too?
Is the Home Place blooming still?
How’s the Calf Camp cross the hill?
How d’ye do, Rocking P?
How d’ye doodle–doodle–do?
How d’ye do, Rocking P?
How are you?
How d’ye do, Boss Macleay?
How are you?
How’s the prospects of the market look to you?
Have you made your pile in beef?
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Figure 12.4. “Cartoons,” playing on cowhand foibles. Rocking P Gazette, Part A: April
1925, 24; Part B: April 1925, 42; Part C: April 1925, 25. Property of the Blades and
Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Is you wealth[y] beyond belief?
How d’ye do, Boss Macleay?
How are you?
How d’ye do, Madame Macleay?
How are you?
Have you had your longed-for trip to Honolulu?
Do you still devour the Red Book?
Have you found the perfect cook?
How d’ye do, Madame Macleay?
How d’ye do?
How d’ye do Mrs. Doc?
How are you?
Are you fas-cinating still to each Bob and Bill Hugh?
Do you ply your needle still.
With grace and dainty skill?
How d’ye do, Mrs. Doc?
How are you?
How d’ye do Stewart Riddle?
How are you?
Do you still love macaroni and oyster stew?
Do you still enjoy John Haig [scotch whiskies]?
Have you joined the Temperance League?
How d’ye do, Stewart Riddle?
How are you?
How d’ye do, Dorothy?
How are you?
Do you ride the wiley broncs, cayuse and hot-blood too?
O’er the hills do you still lope?
With your chaps and spurs and rope?
How d’ye do, Dorothy?
How are you?
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How d’ye do, little Maxine
How are you?
How’s Sancho—how’re the cats and turkeys too?
Does poor “Sawndy” linger on?
Have a heart—let him be gone!
How d’ye do, little Maxine?
How are you?19
How d’ye do, all you Boys?
How are you?
Tex, Val, Jimmie—Bill and the rest of you!
Here’s the very best of luck!
Let’er rip and let er buck!
Here’s to you, all you boys!
How are you?
How d’ye do, great wide West?
How are you?
How’s the foothill range ’neath skies of radiant blue?
Here’s to all who love the West!
Where life goes with a zest!
How d’ye do, great wide West?
How d’ye doodle-doodle do?
How d’ye do, great wide West?
How are you! 20
It is instructive that the above poetic piece, expressing such an emotional connection between the Macleay family members and a number of
the people who worked for them over years, was written by one of the
people who worked for them for a considerable period of time. Precisely
how successful the Macleays were in retaining the loyalty of their hired
help is difficult to estimate. That so many verses in the Gazette were
authored by employees and that, periods of dearth aside, the punchers
contributed to the paper on a variety of subjects on many occasions,
does suggest a degree at least of emotional attachment. It appears to indicate, too, that the Rocking P Gazette played a not insignificant role in
cultivating that feeling.
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Conclusions
In pointing out that the family ranch/farm was better suited to conducting agriculture on the plains than the so-called “great ranches” of
an earlier epoch, we have simply looked at the evidence. Through the
array of business and personal papers of the Macleay family, including
and, above all, the Rocking P Gazette, which its descendants have been
so careful to retain and preserve, it has been possible here to make that
point by examining the conventions and strategies Roderick, Laura, and
their daughters embraced. More than anything else, what we have seen
is that the Macleays’ ability to respond to specific challenges at particular times was one of their most significant overall attributes. Whether
it was farming, moving for a time into feeding grain, taking up pork
production, or keeping the bank (should one argue) justly shouldering
its share of risk, they had the requisite flexibility and hands-on control.
Rod Macleay was on his land enough, season in and season out, to see
that things were done properly, and Laura, Dorothy, and Maxine were
there to help where they could in a wide range of tasks, from gathering
eggs to nurturing the garden, shooting game, hunting down stray cattle,
or taking care of domestic affairs. Most noteworthy of all was the trust
and teamwork Rod and Laura achieved, which ultimately brought order
to their financial affairs.
It has been in vogue since World War II to lament the slow disappearance of the family farm/ranch due to poor economies of scale, and
its replacement by large corporations that supposedly can take hold of
such efficiencies and drive the smaller people out. This has been dramatically overstated. On the one hand, there is no question that vertically
integrated giants like Cargill and Tyson Foods have helped to keep many
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producers financially dependent.1 On the other hand, all the original
ranching corporations failed, and the approach they took has proved
insufficient for farming as well as ranching in both the Canadian and
American Wests. “The presence of large-scale ownership and giant operations have all been part of American farming throughout the long
sweep of time,” notes Paul Voisey. “The great slave plantations provide
the most conspicuous examples, but the nineteenth-century Midwest
also boasted bonanza farms. They arose in the Red River Valley, and
even on the Canadian prairies, where mammoth enterprises like the
great Bell farm and the Lister-Kaye farms appeared in the late nineteenth
century. Because these dinosaurs soon collapsed, historians regarded
them as transitory freaks of early western agriculture, but the vision or
logic of economies of scale that inspired them survived into the twentieth century.”2 Evidence also suggests that big companies will not play
a significant part in the rural western economy in the future. Thus, for
instance, One Earth Farms, which formerly rented 200,000 acres, largely
from First Nations, has now quit farming altogether in the three prairie
provinces. Its CEO admits that the reason is that it did not manage to
show “any ability to generate anything remotely resembling profitable
numbers.”3
When it is possible to find accurate records, the difference in efficiency between the great ranches and the family-operated spreads makes
it obvious why the big operations have never dominated. The Macleay
papers offer a rare chance to juxtapose one family’s overall productivity
on the second cattle frontier against that of some of the ranch companies on the first. Until closing down operations in 1907, one of those
companies, the Walrond ranch, continued to subject a large portion of
its cattle to the elements on the open range summer and winter. Unable
to watch and guard its cattle closely or to practise seasonal birthing, and
being totally dependent on the quasi-devoted hands of hired labour, it
experienced a very high death rate. In the earliest period the ranch kept
some 3,500 cows for breeding purposes. The highest number of calves it
ever recorded was just over 2,400—a birth rate of about 65 percent.4 The
average, however, was about 1,500 calves, or circa 42 percent.5 The ranch
would attempt to keep the steer calves alive for three to five years in
order to get them mature, fat, and ready for the beef market. In the 1890s
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the manager, Duncan McEachran, figured in a death loss of 5 percent per
year on those cattle from the time they were weaned from their mother
until they were ready for slaughter. However, when proper counts were
taken this assumption was always far too low. A more realistic estimate
puts it in the range of 20 percent.6
The losses on Macleay’s ranches were miniscule in comparison.
Fences allowed Roderick to keep better track of all the stock year-round
and particularly during spring calving season when midwifery was at
times a necessity. Having enough roughage and, at times, grain on hand
to supply the cattle through the longest winters was always a priority,
and fences also made it relatively easy to gather the stock in the fall and
then to keep it close to feed and some protection from the elements and
from predators when the cold season set in. Moreover, and every bit as
important, Rod himself was around most of the time putting his own
shoulder to the wheel and seeing that his men were doing the same. He
not only regularly achieved a 75 to 77 percent calf crop but also actually did eventually manage to market circa 95 percent of his steer calves
thereafter.7
The difference between the levels of efficiency achieved by the family
outfits and the companies was just as evident in the horse business as
it was in the cattle business. Here too it is explained by the ability of
the one and failure of the other to give the business the right amount
of close attention. As we have seen, Rod Macleay produced much higher-quality beef cattle than the big corporation ranches had been able to
generate. In terms of the quality of horses, of the companies, the Quorn
ranch near Black Diamond did its best to supply superior mounts for
the British army, and the Walrond at one point ran over 600 well-bred
Clydesdales and Shires on its rangelands that it hoped would impress
the most discriminating buyers in Great Britain.8 Both failed miserably
because they could not manage consistently to produce the type of animals under open rangeland conditions that the very selective Old World
buyers wanted. When speaking of the Quorn’s breeding program, local
rancher Frederick Ings summed up the problem rather succinctly: the
“imported mares were not used to rustling on the range, they were not
given the care they needed, and though they produced some pretty fair
nags, they were not good enough to make … a success.”9
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One partial success that very clearly illustrates the point is George
Lane’s purebred Percheron operation on the Bar U ranch. Lane started breeding Percherons in 1908, and he produced some fine animals
that won numerous awards in horse shows across North America and
Europe. Two things need to be understood about Lane’s program, however. Firstly, he attained these high standards with only a select few of his
horses. All the animals he expected eventually to offer for sale or show
were treated with the greatest possible care and attention. To quote the
Bar U’s modern chronicler, Simon Evans: “In the spring each youngster
was carefully inspected, those showing potential being retained as stallion prospects, while the culls were altered and developed as geldings.
… Horse colts were grain fed even while at pasture during the summer.
They ran in large pastures surrounded by fences of woven wire. Feed
bunks were installed in each pasture, in which colts received their daily
ration of grain.”10 A series of barns and birthing stalls built on the Bar U
home place ensured that the marketable animals could be nurtured and
fed indoors and kept in top condition at all times.
In other words, Lane protected the most saleable of his Percherons
from the harshest of nature’s elements summer and winter. That could
not be said about the mares that made up his brood herd. Those animals,
like the cattle, he left to fend for themselves most of the time. As Evans
reports, “Weaning fillies were well cared for the first year and then turned
out on native pasture, receiving no grain from then on. Brood mares were
never pampered. They ranged the hills west of the ranch in the summer
and were moved to the Bar U flats for the winter [where they] grazed the
prairie wool never receiving hay or grain.” Lane paid dearly for this part
of his program in lost stock. In any reasonably sophisticated breeding
program one would expect annual reproduction rates of no less than 75
and as high as 90 percent. In the three years for which Evans was able
to find breed books, the Bar U produced respectively eleven foals out of
fifty mares in 1912; fifteen foals out of forty-six mares in 1913, and thirteen out of forty-two in 1914. By 1913, nine of Lane’s original mares had
died, 32 percent had not foaled even once, 52 percent had had only one
foal, and 16 percent had had two. In 1915, eighty-four foals were born,
seventeen died at birth or soon afterward, one drowned in a slough, and
one just disappeared.11 These are truly dreadful statistics, reflecting, one
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supposes, poor nutrition during the gestation period—particularly in
the wintertime—as well as neglect. They also beyond doubt represent
very great financial losses for Lane’s horse business as a whole.
The one ranch other than Riddle and Macleay brothers that seems
to have made the business work was A. E. Cross’s well-known A7 ranch.
Cross claimed that it was that side of his operation that was successful
enough in the early days to more than make up for calamity on the beef
side. After the disastrous winter of 1886/87, it apparently “paid the total
capital invested in three years besides 50 head to the good.” Two facts
need to be considered about Cross’s approach, however, that help us understand why Riddle and Macleay brothers and then Macleay on his own
found this business worthwhile. First, like them, Cross kept his sights
on the local market, which he understood, and he saw that his animals
were trained specifically for working cattle and/or hauling and plowing. Second, and probably more importantly, Cross, also like them, dealt
in the rougher but sturdy horses that were required mainly by neighbouring ranchers and farmers to work their herds or fields. He “did very
well” with these, by “always watching the local demand” and having his
“horses ready for any purchaser that might come along, and never lost an
opportunity of making a sale if any fair price was offered.”12
Unlike the Walrond, the Oxley, and the Bar U, all of which succumbed to insolvency, Rod Macleay managed to stay in the horse business for many years—indeed, most of his working life.13 He would not
have done so unless it was contributing financially to his business. Today
his descendants on the Blades side of the family raise saddle horses, and
though their business has changed dramatically, it is still a going concern. This has largely been the result of a change in demand. Draft horses
pretty much dropped out of use on grain and mixed farms after World
War II, and many ranchers supplement the cattle ponies with all-terrain
vehicles. Now another type of horse has slowly gained the acceptance of
people who do not want them for any sort of work. “The horse population is astounding,” Macleay’s grandson wrote just after the turn of the
twenty-first century:
One would think they would have dwindled into oblivion
with the advent of mechanization but their population is
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now greater than it was when they were an actual necessity.
They are still an important part of the cattle business but
only a small percentage of the provincial total are used for
actual cattle work. It appears today as if the job of the greater majority is to stand in the fence corner to be admired by
their owners. The government observed this non-activity
and they have been re-classified as a recreational animal instead of a beast of burden. Now even ranches with no ATVs
have to admit they use recreational vehicles. They have become indicative of an affluent society.14
While it is clear that the family approach to operating ranches or farms
on the plains is still the only one with any staying power, it is also undeniable that the size of the average agricultural holding has risen quite
a lot in the modern period. This is evident from the various figures provided by the Canadian census reports. From 1961 to 2006, the number
of farms in Alberta dropped from over 70,000 to under 58,000, and the
average size rose from under 700 to over 1,000 acres.15
However, these figures do not suggest the failure of the family farm
or its replacement by corporations. They simply indicate that mechanization has enabled families to continue to work more land. Little by little
over the decades, starting in the 1920s and even earlier, they slowly utilized the horse less and less and turned to the tractor and a host of other
machines to work their fields, harvest grain, and put up roughage. Using
the great four-wheel-drive tractors and self-propelled combines, balers,
and windrowers, as well as automatic mixing and feeding equipment,
it is as easy for a modern operator to sow his crops and look after his
livestock on a 1,000-acre unit today as it was for him to do so on a fifth
of that in1931. Presumably attempting to respond to concerns repeatedly
articulated about companies taking over the land, the census reporters in
1971 identified all the “incorporated non-family” operations they could
find in which controlling interest was “held by shareholders other than
the operator and family.” They found that a mere 78, or .00124 percent, of
the 62,702 farms in Alberta could be described that way.16
Much of the story we have told of the historical development of the
family ranch as a holistic institution we have directed toward explaining
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its sustainability in the western foothills of Alberta in the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. That being the case, it would seem appropriate to
conclude the story by owning that the family ranch, ranch/farm, mixed
farm, and grain farm have faced and will continue to face significant
economic challenges. In the final analysis, to argue that the family unit
has traditionally been the only durable means of agricultural production
in the Alberta foothills is not to suggest it has been very profitable. One
might indeed argue that it has endured largely because it is able to keep
going in an industry that tends over much of the time to be uneconomic.
The Macleays’ case does not challenge that picture. Given the debts that
Rod assumed over the years, it took some desperate financial finagling,
and the sudden coming together of healthy beef prices and favourable
land lease politics at the precise moment when the Gordon, Ironside and
Fares firm happened to need cash, to keep them going. Moreover, they
survived in part because at that moment in their history they were able to
find a wealthy benefactor to finance them so they could take extraordinary steps to protect themselves. In the real world, taking extraordinary
steps to counter indebtedness or even just tough times in the agricultural
industry is quite, uh … ordinary, in rural Alberta. The members of many
country families today take work off the land when in need of cash—she
perhaps teaching at a district school or nursing in a local hospital, he doing custom work with his combine or cattle truck or offering guide services to urbanites who wish to experience the outdoors world he knows
so well. Such people are acting the way Rod Macleay and partners did
when they first settled on the land in the foothills. They are searching for
income when their agricultural business is not making enough to pay all
the bills. Some rancher/farmers simply work very long days on their own
place without what in town would be overtime pay or even just proper
hourly recompense to keep the wheels turning. The following is a wellknown joke on the northern Great Plains. People on the land invariably
laugh at it because there is more than a grain of truth to it.
Old ranch owner John farmed a ranch in Alberta. The Alberta government claimed he was not paying proper wages
to his workers and sent an agent out to interview him.
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“I need a list of your employees and how much you pay
them,” demanded the agent.
“Well,” replied old John, “There’s my ranch hand who’s
been with me for 3 years. I pay him $600 a week plus free
room and board. The cook has been here for 18 months,
and I pay her $500 a week plus free room and board. Then
there’s the half-wit who works about 18 hours every day
and does about 90% of all the work around here. He makes
about $10 per week, pays his own room and board and I
buy him a bottle of bourbon every Saturday night.”
“That’s the guy I want to talk to, the half-wit,” says the agent.
“That would be me,” replied old rancher John.17
All this aside, many ranchers and farmers have been able one way or another to achieve a reasonably satisfactory life in the countryside mainly
by relying on the family approach, part of which has been to keep all
its members pitching in as Laura, Dorothy, and Maxine did whenever
and wherever they could. In the case of the latter two, the opportunity
to contribute out of doors and thus to blur gender roles, seems actually
to have diminished for a while after they started families and then increased again in later years. When they first married and produced their
own children (5 Blades and 2 Chattaways), most of their time had to be
spent in the domestic sphere. As their children grew older and required
less attention, however, they were able once again to devote a greater portion of their energies to working the cattle. In saddle or branding corral,
they relied on the skills they had learned as youngsters. Clay Chattaway
points out that the model Dorothy and Maxine then reinforced continues to play a crucial part in propagating the ranching industry today. In
the late 1940s and early 1950s, he tells us,
the majority of women were busy with domestic duties.
These were numerous and weighty chores that had to be done
with scant help from men or clothes-washers, dryers, dishwashers and microwaves. They seldom wore a pair of pants,
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drove tractors, rode horses or spent the whole day outside.
I would safely venture a guess that they are more now than
then, a key component and an integral part of the so-called
“agricultural work force.” They can accomplish this dressed
in women’s jeans which were invented after 1950. Men still
have clean clothes in the morning, don’t dry dishes and have
a hot lunch. Many an operation would grind to a halt today without the direct input of women in the corrals, fields
and offices. The old adage was women should be bare foot,
pregnant and in the kitchen. Today they are well shod, in
the branding corrals, at the processing chutes and it is a real
nuisance when they are burdened with a pregnancy. … My
Grandfather has 25 of his direct descendants living on his
old range. Part of the reason is that the infrastructure is here,
so that we can live as comfortable as people in town and attract spouses to come procreate. The other part is a natural
social progression. My grandfather had dozens of men working for him. His descendants now replace them all.18
One way or another, the system of production that carved out a lasting
place for the cattle industry in the foothills of Alberta during the second
cattle frontier appears to have gone back to its roots. Now, though, it is
more developed infrastructure—including the full array of household
conveniences and advanced systems of transportation and communication—rather than a dearth of all such things, that distinguishes it.
We close with a reminder that the Rocking P Gazette can now be
found online at http://contentdm.ucalgary.ca/digital/collection/rpg.19
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Notes to Chapter 11

37

Translator’s note: “i.e., the morning. The meaning here is that Chinese daffodils are at
their most beautiful in the morning.”

38

Translator’s note: “i.e., Chinese daffodils.”

39

Translator’s note: “Maiwei is a place name in Guangdong province, approximately 80
kilometres NNW of Guangzhou.”

40

Translator’s note: “This is a place name, but the Chinese characters are illegible.
The writer is quite educated and literate and uses the old classical or literary style
of Chinese, not modern colloquial Chinese. He also uses no punctuation, which is
indicative of his style dating to before 1917, if not the actual date of the composition.
At the end of the small piece the author gives his name and where he was living or
staying at the time he wrote this.
The writing here is not concentrated on any one thing. It is what the Chinese call
‘random jottings’ written into little notebooks that literate and educated people took
along with them to jot down their thoughts or impressions on the spot, before they
forgot them. (Think Moleskines, I guess.) The random jottings here seem to pertain
to three things: first, a statement that Chinese daffodils are the most beautiful of all
vistas; second, a small comment on a famous statement by Sun Yat-sen, who said that
the people were the basis of the state and that food was the basic need of the people; and
third, a few sentences more or less arguing that Chinese daffodils are the greatest of all
flowers, greater even than peonies. In Chinese culture, daffodils are very appropriate
flowers to give to sick people. The daffodil symbolizes good fortune in the Chinese
culture. In fact, it is so esteemed for its ability to bring forth positive things that it is
the official symbol of the Chinese New Year.”

41

May 1924, 67; quote, 74–75.

42

James Morrow Walsh. In 1875, Walsh was sent to the Cypress Hills in command of B
Division to establish an independent post (Fort Walsh), which he was allowed to name
for himself.

43

Macleod papers, M776-14a: Macleod to Mary Macleod, 29 July 1878.

44

Westering Women and the Frontier Experience, 1800–1915 (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1982), 96–97.

45

P. 18.

46

As we have seen, Colonel Macleod used the term.

47

Edward C. Abbott and H. Huntington Smith, We Pointed Them North: Recollections
of a Cowpuncher, 2nd ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1955), 222–33;
E. J. “Bud” Cotton,, Buffalo Bud: Adventures of a Cowboy (North Vancouver: Hancock
House, 1981), 148.

48

We Pointed Them North, 149.

49

We Pointed Them North, 208–9.

50

By “Coyote Cal,” November 1923, 33–36.

51

Brian Dippie, ed., Charlie Russell Roundup: Essays on America’s Favorite Cowboy Artist
(Helena: Montana Historical Society, 1999), 146.

Notes to Chapter 11

237

52
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56

Kelly, The Range Men, 5.

57

P. 76.

58

May 1924, 93.
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“Local News,” January 1924, 3; cartoon drawing, p. 13.
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For instance, “The Romantic Hour,” December 1924, 17.
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“Ads,” December 1923, 62; “Adds” [sic], September 23, 48; “Romantic Hour,” December
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University of Toronto Press, 1988), 24.
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in Calgary attending all the meetings etc.”; “Local News,” January 1924, 3: “Mr. Macleay
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also.”

9

See Blairmore Enterprise.
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See Macleod Gazette.
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issue.
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December 1923, 21.
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Sancho and Sawndy were dogs. The latter was experiencing the infirmities of old age.

20

January 1925, 45–47.
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A great collaboration that brings family ranch history to life!
—Richard W. Slatta, professor of history,
North Carolina State University

A lively account of the Rocking P. Ranch and southern
Alberta ranching life in the first half of the twentieth century.
—Donald Smith, professor emeritus, University of Calgary

This fascinating account, enriched by the artwork of
Dorothy and Maxine Macleay, serves as a reminder that
young people are often astute observers and commentators.
—Bill Waiser, distinguished professor emeritus,
University of Saskatchewan

The Rocking P Ranch was one of the most

ambitious family ranches in Southern Alberta. Founded in 1900
by Roderick Riddle Macleay, the Rocking P achieved long-term
financial stability during the Second Cattle Frontier. It continues
to flourish in the capable hands of Macleay’s descendants today.
Beginning in 1923, Maxine and Dorothy Macleay edited and
published The Rocking P Gazette, a monthly newspaper grounded
in daily life on the Rocking P. Witty, vital, and well-written,
The Rocking P Gazette brings the ranch to life.
Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson draw upon this remarkable
resource to explore the Second Cattle Frontier, detailing not
only a system of agricultural production, but a way of life that
continues to this day.
CLAY CHATTAWAY is a cattle rancher and grandson
of Roderick Riddle Macleay.
WARREN ELOFSON is a professor of history at the
University of Calgary.

