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Abstract
This thesis examines the relationship between environmental perceptions,
geographic concepts, and land use by focusing on the shift fiom ranching to farming in
early twentieth-century southern Alberta. Predominant historical interpretations posit that
a decline in ranching facilitated this shift, and that the decline resulted fiom either climatic
risk or cultural disruption. An analysis of climatic data and other factors demonstrates that
environmental hazard was less significant than traditionally assumed. The examination of
the historical context reveals that ideas about the land, agriculture, and progress produced
an atmosphere in which the decline of ranching appeared to be a natural consequence of
modernization. These findings suggest the need for a new approach to the role of
environment and culture in the history of early Alberta settlement.
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Chapter One Introduction
Conventional approaches to the history of the American West and the Turner
thesis in particular have been vigorously assailed by an eclectic band of scholars who call
themselves, appropriately enough, New Western historians. Although Turner's thesis was
never fblly adopted in Canada, environmentalist and continental approaches were
prominent among certain Canadian historians in the twenties, and the idea of the frontier
left a lasting mark on Canadian historiography.' Consequently, many issues of concern to
the New Western historians are applicable to the Canadian c o n t e ~ tA. ~top priority in their
list of revisions is the western environment. The West, they argue, was not a uniform
landscape in which a-&an

settlement happily played itself out, but rather, a varied

environment in which diverse peoples met at points of conflict over control of the land.'
By countering myth and convention, they have broadened our view of the West and
enriched its history. To date, however, none have ventured so far as to offer new
perspectives on ranching, being content, it appears, to merely embellish upon existing
views. They eschew other polarities imbedded in 'old' western history, yet, in the new
one, ranchers still arrogantly ride the range, trammeling the disadvantaged farming
underclass with their excessive money and power, and mining the environment in the
bargain.' Thus, the new western narrative is remarkably similar to the old one -

'. For an over view, see I.M.S. Careless, "Frontierism,Metropolitanism, and Canadian History,"
Vol. XXXV, No. I, Canadian Historical Review (March, 1954):63-83.
'. See, for example, Carl Berger, The Writing of Canadian History: Aspects of English-Canadian
flisrorica! Writingsince 1900, 2." Ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986), 137-59. 259-320.
Common themes in Canadian and American New History are partidarty evident in Berger's review of
social history. They incIude a shared emphasis on: accounts of 'ordinary' rather than the elite in history;
importance of class and class conflict; and diversity of economic, ethnic and gender groups, to name but a
few.
3. For a concise summation of the New Western approach see, Patricia N Limerick, Clyde A
Milner, and Charles E Rankin, eds., Trails: Toward a New tvestern History (Lawrence: University of
Kansas Press, 199 1).
'. New Western historians divide western people according to their access to power, identifLing
ranchers as the 'haves' and farmers as the 'have-nots.' For particularly explicit examples, see Walter
Nugent, "Frontiers and Empires in the Late Nineteenth Century?"Ibid, 161-81; and William G Robbins,
Colony & Empire: The Capitalist Tram#orrnation ofrhe American West (Lawrence: University of Kansas
Press, 1994). For a notable exception, see Donald Worster, The Dust Bow[: The Southern Plains in the

sometime around the turn of the twentieth century, ranchers receive their due, are
overtaken by farmers, and retreat into historical oblivion.
Encroaching f m settlement is a standard explanation for this retreat on both sides
of the international border. The competition for land is largely cast in familiar scenes, with

a few powerful cattlemen on one side of the contest and the mass of settlers yearning for
power on the other. The end of the settlement story is familiar as well -farmers win the
contest and the land. What happens to the cattlemen is less clear. However, there is
another common explanatory feature of the ranchers' demise -the disastrous effects of a
harsh climate. The winter of 1886-87 is singled out as a major factor in the decline of
ranching in the American northern ranges.' while Alberta's killing winter is 1906-07.
To a great extent, encroachment and climate are staples because the effects each
had upon the declining importance of the cattle economy is so evident. Indeed, the entire
development of the North American West largely turned on the reciprocal effects of
climate and land use. Environmental conditions, particularly the "all-important" question

of climateV6
were foremost considerations because the nature of regional environments
were believed to be intrinsically suitable for either ranching or farming but not both. Thus,
contest was built into the very process of western settlement. As early as 1881, Canadian
geologist G M Dawson reported that the Rocky Mountain climate was particularly
suitable for raising livestock, adding that the climatic "...requirements of a stock-raising
country...and those of a farming country are to a great degree antagonistic."'
Despite the important role of climate on the course of western settlement, harsh
1930s (New York:0.sford University Press, 19759, pp 4-7, who argues that ranchers and farmers were
motivated by the same capitalist principles regarding profit and risk. He offers no new perspective of
ranchers. but rather, Iurnps farmers into the same accepted view of the cattlemen.
'. See, for e.xampIe, Wonter, Dust Bowl, 83; Robbins, Colony & Empire, 70-71; Michael P
Malone. Richard B Roeder, and William L Lang Montana: A History of Two Centuries (SeattIe:
University of Washington Press, 199 l), 16567; Laurence I Seidman, Once in the Saddle: The Cowboy's
Frontier 1866-1896 (New York: Facts on File, Inc,, 1991), Ch. 8; ChotecruAcantha (Chateau, Montana) 1
Sept 1938, "Eastern Montana Stockmen Recall 'Hardest Winter.'"
6. G M Dawson, Fort Macleod, N W T,Oct 17, 1881, i
n The Gazette (Montreal), Nov 17, 1881,
in Lewis G Thomas, et al, eds., The Prairie West to 1905: ,4 Canadian Sourcebook, (Toronto: Odord
University Press, 1975), 230.
'. Ibid., 229.

winter weather's effect on the ranching industry in southern Alberta has been largely based
on descriptive accounts of the single winter of 1906-07. According to novelist Wallace
Stegner, for example, the net effect of the winter of 1906-07 was "...to make stock
farmers out of ranchers. Almost as suddenly as the disappearance of the buffalo, it
changed the way of life of a region? Decades later, this perception still has considerable
c ~ r r e n c yHistorian
.~
Paul Voisey claims that most range cattle perished during this winter

- "Once ranching disappeared, no other resource industry arose to challenge wheat's
monopoly on land use."IOBarry Potyandi has called it the "symbolic end of ranching's first
phase,"" while Don C MacGowan and Sheilagh Jamieson claimed this winter dealt a
or

blow to ranchers. When ranchers tolled their losses in the summer

of 1907, Hugh Dempsey states, "It was all over. Perhaps the influx of immigrants had
already ended the cowboy era, but the winter had made it a dramatic certainty.""
Although natural disasters may be satisfying explanations, they are inadequate
tools for understanding complex historical events such as the significant reduction of
ranchers' political, social and economic power in the early twentieth century. This study is
an attempt to expand the explanation for the ranchers' losses and the apparent 'end' of
ranching by examining ranching in its broader historical context. This requires a more in-

B.

Wallace Stegner, IVoif IVillow: -4 History, a Story, and a Memoty of the Last Plains Frontier.

(New York: Penguin Books, 1955), 137.
9. Calgary Herald, 19 kin, 1997. The winter weather of 1996-97 prompted the C
a
w
l paper to
revisit what it called the "Killing Winter" of 1906-07 in a nearly full-page article which included many of
the essential legendary features: the winter "ended open-range grazing;" dead cattle "littered the prairies;"
huge estimates of herd losses; and, a long quote from LV Kelly's The Range Men. According to
climatologists, 1996-97 had colder December and J a n u a ~temperatures
~
than those in 1906-07 and more
than three times the snow.
lo. Paul Voisey, Vuhn: The :Lfaking of a Prairie Comunily, (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1988), 225.
''. Barry Potyondi, In PuIIiser 's Triangle: Living in the Grarslands 1850-1930, (Saskatoon:
Purich Publishing, 1995). 57.
lZ. Don C McGowan, GrassIand Settlers: The Swrjt Current Region During the Da of the
Ranching Frontier, (Victoria: Cactus Publications, 1975), 66.
13. Sheilagh Jameson, Ranches, Cowboys and Characters: Birth ofAlberta 's kvestern Heritage,
(Calgary: Glenbow-Alberta Institute, 1987), 13.
'. Hugh A Dernpsey, The Golden .4ge of the Canadian Cowboy, (Saskatoon: F i i House, 1995).
149.

depth analysis of southern Alberta's recorded climatic conditions, as well as perceptions of
climate in general. More importantly, it involves an understanding of the way climatic
perceptions influenced land policies, the contest for the land, and the judgment that the
most productive use of the land was through farming. While much of the following deals
most specifically with ranching, it is not a history of ranching but rather, a study of the
relationship between ranching and farming and the resulting transformation of 'range
country' to 'wheat land' in the early twentieth century.
My thesis is that people interact with their immediate environment partly in
response to the geographic conditions but also as a result of a complex web of individual
perceptions and collective images, economic necessities and commercial imperatives,
personal values and social ideals. It is argued that the decline of ranching was predicated
by the interaction between geographic conditions and geographic notions, and
implemented by land and immigration policies which, from the beginning, were directed

most explicitly toward farming settlers. When southern Alberta's ranch and farm
economies collided, determining which should prevail was based upon contemporary
perceptions of the environment's agricultural potential and a strong belief in the power of
progress. By 1907, ideas about the land, agriculture and progress had merged into a
narrative theme in which the decline of ranching appeared to be a natural consequence of
modernization. Although contemporary observers were explicit regarding the cause of the
decline, their assessment has formed little part of the historiography.
While it is true that virtually all scholarly works on ranching emphasize the
importance of land issues, the shift in land control from ranchers to f m e r s has not been
sufficiently connected to the contemporary climate of opinion and to a society dedicated
to establishing a progressive, agrarian West. Detached from this fbndamental aspect of
early twentieth-century Alberta, the decline of ranching remains mired in theoretical
debates over the relative importance of environment and culture as forces shaping western
society, particularly the impact of the winter of 1906-07.The debate also shapes the
historical narrative, the way events are interpreted, and how sources are selected and used.

Consequently, analyzing the historiography about the decline of ranching is as central to

this study as the conditions surrounding the historical event itself.
Thesis Overview.
A primary objective is to examine the historiographical perspectives on the

Canadian ranching frontier in light of the winter of 1906-07. Later on in this Introduction,
I will examine the major current interpretations of ranching specifically in terms of their
view of the winter of 1906-07, using that event as a means of understanding their broader
perspective on ranching and its decline. Whether the view depicts an actual or
metaphorical demise has been largely irrelevant to the historical consensus that by the first
quarter of the twentieth century ranching ceased to be an important element either in the
development of southern Alberta or its history. Another objective of this study is to
demonstrate that, although ranching's relative economic contribution diminished after the
turn of the century, it remained as a viable activity which continued to be important to the
Alberta economy after this period.
A complete accounting of the large number of factors which contributed to

ranching's decline exceeds the scope and objectives of this thesis. The factors examined in
detail are those deemed most crucial in assessing prevailing historical interpretations and

of importance in supporting my own perspective on ranching's decline. In broadest terms,
the factors emphasized as reasons why ranchers were unable to adjust to Alberta's
climatic conditions and to compete in an increasingly agriculturally-oriented society are
those of climate, ranch practices, and ranch management. Historians have argued that the
heightened risk, increased losses and reduced profits were most directly connected to the
changing environmental and cultural landscape. Since this thesis offers another
perspective, risk, loss and profit are examined in detail; other important factors, such as
tariffs, taxes, and market and rail conditions, are not.
As well, the focus is on large-scale cattle ranching in the foothills since this is the

area that historians emphasize in their studies. Accordingly, the most detailed examination
of contributing factors relate most specifically to large foothills operations. In order to
evaluate the effect of the winter of 1906-07 in this regional ranch community, climatic

data related to the winters of 1886-87, 1906-07, and 1919-20from the Calgary weather
station is analyzed and compared. Material outside the foothills is examined as it pertains
to the dominant perspectives, as well as that of this thesis. This includes a survey of
general climatic and ranching conditions in other regional locations. However, conclusions
or observations about conditions elsewhere are intended only as counterpoints to the
essential issues presented in major interpretations and not as definitive treatments or
histories. Investigation of this broader material also serves to highlight the great diversity
of southern Alberta's climate and ranching as an occupation. For example, this diversity
included the raising of horses and sheep. Although these forms of ranching were
important, neither form is included in this thesis.
Since this thesis attempts to evaluate the present views of the decline of ranching

and to offer an alternative interpretation, it deals with issues which span a rather large time
period. Although the winter of 1906-07is at the center of the discussion, its importance
can only be evaluated by comparing it to other notable winters, such as 1886-87and
1919-20,and by examining ranching practices over an extended period of time. As well, a

large portion of this thesis traces the evolution of perceptions, images and ideas, which, by
their nature, defy periodic boundaries.
Similar difficulties attend the defining of the term ranching since ranching
historians themselves have lamented the lack of a serviceable and universally accepted
definition.I5They agree that ranching entails the grazing of large herds of cattle on
extensive expanses of natural pasturage. But thereafter, consensus generally breaks down.

For many, once any cattle were winter fed, selectively confhed to small areas and
attended to, ranching had become stock fanning. Certainly the 'purists' believe that the
growing and harvesting of feed was anathema to ranchers and cowboys in particular.16The

' . This topic SUCfaced during the September, 1997 Canadian Cowboy Conference, held in
Calgary. For a summary of the issues, see Simon M Evans,"Introduction," in Simon Evans, Sarah Carter
and Bit1 Yeo, eds., Cowboys, Ranchers and the Cattle Business.- Cross-Border Perspectives on Ranching
Hisrory, (Caigary/Boulder: University of Calgary Press and University Press of Coiorado, 2000), k-xi.
16. M
s G Thomas, "Four Foothills Communities - An Introduction,"Millarville, Kew,Priddis
and Bragg Creek Historical Society, Our Foothills (Calgay Millarville, Kew,Priddis and Bragg Creek
HistoricaI Society, 1979, 20; David Breen, The Canadian Prairie West and the Ranching Frontier 1874-

7

difficulties of defining ranching then is part of the essential issues at the core of this thesis,
and thus, are addressed specifically in a following chapter. For the moment, therefore, the
core definition must suffice.
Reviewing the Historiography of Ranching.

Prior to the late 1960s, historians approached ranching as a sub-section of the
broader history of western settlement and not as a subject in its own right. The historical
consensus was that Canadian ranching was "...simply the expansion of the stock-raising
industry which began in Texas and...spread rapidly northward over the plains west of the
~ississippi."~'Strong Tumerian overtones were evident in this continental perspective in
which "...unities of time, geography and economic origin..." bound Canadian ranching
traditions to those of the American west." This view of a common North American
frontier environment remained largely unchallenged until historians in the 1970s began to
apply the metropolitan thesis to Canadian ranching and to flatly reject environmentalism

and the Tumerian Frontier. Ranching in Alberta, like the rest of development in western
Canada, these historians argued, was dominated by powefil individuals in central Canada
and by the federal government in Ottawa. As well, the cultural milieu surrounding
ranching was British not American. British cultural traditions, values, and privilege were
evident in the "leisured life style" and "English country estate ethos" on southern Alberta
ranches. These historians argued, therefore, that culture not environment shaped the
Canadian ranching frontier.lg

1924, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983), 3; Warren M Elofson, "Not Just a Cowboy: The
Practice of Ranching in Southern Alberta, 1881-1913," in Donald Akensen, ed., Canadian Papers in
Rural History, Vol X, (Gananoque: Langdafe Press, 1996),205-06.
". Arthur S Morton, History of Prairie SetiIementTVol II of Canadian Frontiers of Settlement
eds. W A Mackintosh and W L G Joerg (Toronto: Maanillan Company of Canada Ltd., 1938), 9 1 .
18. Breen, "The Turner Thesis and the Canadian West: A Closer Look at the Ranching Frontier,"
in L H Thomas, ed., Essuys on IVestern History: In Honour of Lewis Gwyrrne Thomas (Edmonton:
University of Alberta Press, 1976), 148.
19. Ibid., 147-56; Lewis G Thomas, "Prairie Settlement: W
estern Responses in History and
Fiction; Social Structures in a Canadian Hinterland," in Dick Harrison, ed,Crossing Frontiers: Papers in
American and Canadian Literature (Edmonton: University of AIberta Press, 1979), 59-72, and
"Privileged Settlers," in Ranchers' Legacy, Patrick A Dunae, d,(Edmonton: University of Alberta Press,

Although the cultural perspective remains as the dominant interpretive framework

in Canadian ranching history, it has not gone unchallenged. From the late 1970s to the
present, various historians have diverged in whole or in part fiom the idea of a culturally
unique British-Canadian ranching community and have returned to a continental approach
which emphasizes the commonalities of the North American ranching frontier.
Consequently, American influences and contributions, as well as the role of environment,
are again seen as important components of the development of the Alberta cattle business.
Implicitly or explicitly, the study of Alberta ranching is linked to agricultural
settlement. Regardless of individual perspectives which account for the changes that
occurred to the cattle business, each must deal with the historical reality that early in the
twentieth century ranching's former economic and social position significantly declined
and that farming emerged as the dominant socio-economic sector. Consequently,
explaining this change necessitates the application of some larger theory about the process

of social development.
As historian Paul Voisey points out, both the theme and the explanatory tools are

familiar. The most familiar approach maintains that newcomers established traditional
ways of life in the wilderness. The frontier thesis argues that the wilderness itself shaped
society, while geographic determinism counters that physical environment, wilderness or
not, formed distinctive features. The more recent metropolitan thesis claims that urban
centers directed and controlled frontier development. Many western Canadian historians
have merged the effect of old-world traditions and the metropolis into a unified approach
which emphasizes Canada's British character. By so doing, Voisey argues, they draw "...a

favourable contrast with the rebellious republic," their explanations built around
comparisons of the Canadian and American wests.2o
These old and new themes and approaches are integral to the way historians have
explained ranching's decline' and, therefore, are important to the discussion of the
historical perspectives. At the core, different explanations arise fiom hdamental

1986), 153-68.

". Voisey, Vulcan, 4-5.

differences in the way historians view the role of tradition, frontier, environment, and
metropolis in developing the Canadian West in general and the ranching community in
particular. Of necessity then, comparisons between ranching and farmingyand between the
Canadian and American experience occur not only in the following discussion but
throughout the thesis as well.
C~tltlireand the Decline of Ranching: the Viewfrom the Top-Down.
The cultural perspective is most definitively presented in the work of David Breen,
particular1y The Canadian Prairie West mrd the Ranching Frontier. 1874-1 925.''
Building on the works of L G Thomas, Breen maintained that the foothills ranchers
comprised a distinct Btitish-Canadian society whose links to the metropolitan East and the
federal government supported their reign as a major economic and political power for
some four decades. He argued persuasively that Canadian ranching differed significantly
from its American counterpart as a result of the character of the in-coming BritishCanadian population and the degree of central government's administrative control.=
Breen concluded that, after the turn of the century, radical demographic and political
changes eventually brought the old cattle kingdom to an end, and while ranching survived

these changes, Canadian cattlemen had lost their position of privilege and p0wer.l
The most visible indication of the waning of this old order came in 1907. As Breen
explained it, "The winter of 1906-07 turned out to be the worst ever experienced in the
ranching country...For many of the big ranches and cattle companies that had managed to
survive to this point this proved the final blow. The 'Carrion Spring' as Wallace Stegner

has termed it...marked the end of the old order on the Canadian range."" Breen claimed
that the sale of big ranches and cattle companies was an indication of the impact of this

'I. See aim. Breen, "The Turner Thesis and the Canadian West," and "The Ranching Frontier in
Canada, 1875-1905," in Lmis G Thomas, et al, eds., The Prairie West to 1905: A Canadian Sourcebook
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1975),2 17-28.
t2.B reen, "The Turner Thesis and the Canadian West," 155.
23. Breen, Canadian Prairie West, 11- 15, 26-32,6849.
2'. Breen, "Ranching Frontier in Canada," 226-27.

"exceptionally severe" winter? Together with the demise of two of the old great ranches,
the Cochrane and the Walrond, the high number of ranch sales in the summer of 1907 had
a "psychological" effect on a besieged industry.26 He argued that, from 1895 to 1905, the
shift from public grazing land to leases and direct ownership brought a "...certain and swift
Thus, the winter of
end to the old lease system that had been in decline for a de~ade."~'
1906-07 coincided with other profound changes.

The winter of 1906-07 in Breen's work is perhaps more important for what it
symbolized than for its actual effect. While he maintained it had a disastrous impact on a
large portion of Alberta ranchers, he also claimed that the impact was uneven. Ranchers in
the short-grass prairies and extreme southern regions, he says, experienced greater losses
than those in the foothills, in part because its environmental conditions were more
favorable than e l s e ~ h e r e .Despite
~
considerable attention to severe winter conditions and
herd losses resulting from the winter of 1906-07, the winter itself or environment in
general is less significant than the attending social and political changes. As Breen argues,
the forces of environment were less effective on the British-Canadian population because
it "...did not seek its identity in the land, its spiritual home was el~ewhere."~'In terms of
the impact of the winter of 1906-07, he maintained that it was not the "...direct cause for
closure of bigfoothills ran~hes."'~The good management of British-Canadian foothills
ranches, he argued, shielded these operations From the same level of enormous losses
experienced by other regional ranching concerns. In more broad terms, Breen did not view
environment as the cause of ranching's decline. Instead, he placed the blame on political
and demographic changes which fbndarnentally altered Alberta's economic and social
stru~ture.~'

=. Breen, Canadian Prairie West. 164.
Ibid., 147, 150.
". Ibid, 134.
B. Ibid. 163.
26.

"The Turner Thesis and the Canadian West," 154.

Canadian Prairie West, 164. Emphasis is Breen's.
31. Ibid, 163-64.
M.

The political changes came in two stages beginning with the shift from a
Conservative to a Liberal government in 1896. Breen argued that the Conservative defeat
immediately signaled a threat to ranching because the cattlemen's reign had been possible
by the staunch support of the Conservative government, but also because the Liberals, the

"Farmers' Party," supported agricultural interests over cattle ranching.32According to
Breen, the second stage, the replacement of Clifford Sifton by Frank Oliver as Minister of
Interior in 1905, was the more injurious. As a long-standing and vocal proponent of the
tights of sturdy farmers over those of wealthy, elite cattlemen, Oliver began radically

altering the entire basis which had kept secure the ranchers' control over the land. Added
to this was the prospect of land control shifting from federal to provincial control.
Together these conditions disrupted the traditional links between Alberta ranchers and
those in power in the East. Up to this point in time, cattlemen had been accustomed to
"...dealing directly with Ottawa and had the advantage of solid connections within the
metropolitan business and political community.""
The significance of these political changes went much further. Oliver's "prosettlement" position was part and parcel of the phenomenal increase in farm settlement
which permanently changed grazing country. More importantly, Breen argued, the mainly
American origin of the dryland farmers "...gave them a political and social background
that contrasted sharply with the British and Canadian ranch e~tablishrnent."~American
farmers not only increased competition for the land, but significantly increased social
tensions since Breen claimed they were not prepared to assimilate into Canadian culture."
Thus, in the midst of this crisis of political and cultural breakdown, the cattlemen were
"...dealt a staggering blow from another quarter" -the

winter of 1906-07.36

There are a number of strengths in Breen's perspective, beginning with the
recognition that the rancher/fmer contest was hndamentally "...a struggle between two
". "Ranching Frontier in Canada," 227.
n. Canadian Prairie West, 136-10.
U. Ihid.. 135, 171,
Ibid, 167, 171.
". Ibid., 145.

''.

economic groups with competing forms of land-use.""

He understood that an important

element in this contest was the widespread contemporary belief that ranching should not
be allowed to hinder the natural flow of agricultural progress and that the removal of the
cattlemen was necessary for the larger national and public

However these

strengths are offset by his emphasis on the elite. Whether the specific topic is the land, the
ranch community or the cattle economy, his premise is that control was always from the
top. The government controlled the land, a social elite controlled the community, and
corporations controlled the cattle business. The British-Canadian elite simply transplanted
their organizational structures, business approaches and financial investments from
metropolitan east to the frontier west. The idea that this process occurred in such a pure
and linear fashion is problematic in itself, yet it is fbrther complicated by the assumption
that the process is also uni-directional: from East to West, and from the top down.
By emphasizing the eastern Canadian, British and owner elite of ranching, Breen

has overlooked, or at least undervalued, the western Canadian and American
manageriaVcowboy component of Alberta ranching. Despite the financial, business and
political acumen of the individuals from the Eastern Townships, they knew little about
operating a working western ranch and were obliged therefore to hire experienced ranch
personnel from the American West. Breen notes that ranch owners employed "...a few
American foremen and cowboys whose duties were confined mainly to the physical
management of cattle."" But in Breen's view, these practical matters were far less
important to successful ranching than maintaining the cultural links to the metropolis and
the Empire.
Important as culture may have been to the elite of the Canadian ranching frontier,
cattle required more substantial fare: at minimum, sdlicient feed and water. Breen
included little information about the practical matters of raising livestock in his study, and
pragmatic questions about open range grazing and winter feeding appear to have been

". Breen, "Ranching Frontier in Canada," 227.
58, Ibid, 228; Canadian Prairie West, 137.
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largely irrelevant to the success of corporate cattle companies. As he noted, North
American cattle ranching was indeed a big business offspring of the industrial revolution,*
yet it does not follow that successfbl cattle companies simply transferred corporate
business practices and organization unabridged to ranching.
Recognizing the many commonalities between the cattle business and other
modem industries is instructive, particularly as a means of amending conventional images
about romantic life on the range. However, failure to address the crucial differences
between ranching and other industries simply replaces one limited view for another. For
industries in which undeveloped resources were processed into material goods, managing
labor and modes of production was more amenable to tight control from the top. Raising
livestock for the beef trade, on the other hand, included variables which, by their nature,
resisted control. The physical management of cattle necessarily depended upon a
knowledgeable work force, a conducive environment, and a host of other separate yet
interdependent variables, all subject to change and disruption which could be managed but
not controlled.
The emphasis on culture not only minimizes the importance of practical matters
but the connections between cultural values, behavior, and material conditions as well. By
pitting tradition against frontier, and environment against culture, too frequently the
intellectual and historical connections between people and their environment is missing."
The problem, as some historians have pointed out, is that examining a single component,
whether value systems or national classification, inadequately assesses how cultural
variations shaped frontier communities. Assessing the impact of culture or any particular
influence through comparative study, they argue, requires that all elements save one be
kept constant.42 Thus far, historians who compare the Canadian ranching frontier to the
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American have not kept all the variables in check.
Er~virut~menf
and the Demise of Ranching: the Viewfrom the Bottom-Up.

Warren M Elofson has challenged Breen's cultural Framework by arguing that the
western Canadian ranching community was a product of the fiontier in general and the
American frontier in particular? Historians who emphasize culture, he says, have
forgotten that economic survival depended on understanding the environment and
adapting practices appropriate to itmuThe old world traditions did not prepare British and
eastern Canadian ranchers for the rigors of the frontier, nor for the need to "...constantly
face and attempt to conquer all the elements which nature is likely to throw their way.""
According to Elofson, adapting to the southern Alberta environment required a move
away from what he terms "pure ranching7' to mixed farming. He argues that this pure

form, in which herds were allowed to graze largely unattended, lasted only a short period.
By the late 1880s and 1890s, ranchers combined ranching and mixed-farming, and by 1900

ranching developed into mixed-farming proper."
Elofson argues that, due largely to "...environmental factors, ranching -even at
the best of times -was a very difficult economic proposition on the Canadian frontier.""

His list of "natural disasters" is lengthy but, he notes, "Unquestionably, the worst problem
of all encountered by rangeland cattlemen was the harsh winter weather itself"'" Although
there had been previous hard winters, the most memorable was the winter of 1906-07.
"On some of the largest operations the dead count From the 1906-07 disaster, after which
many quit, was truly horrend~us."~~
It was, he says, "...the final nail in the coffin for the
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original ranching ind~stry."'~
Those who chose not to quit after this winter were forced to
make adjustments which "...ultimately would push the ranching industry into a new stage
of development.""
The impact of the winter of 1906-07 is crucial to Elofson's premise that "pure"
ranching could not survive the frontier environment. Understanding Elofson's use of terms
is essential to understanding his premise, a principle argument of which is that historians
have been "...imprecise when applying the term 'ranching' to the form of agriculture that
developed in the foothills of southern Alberta." This form of agriculture, he says, should
not be described as ranching - primarily "an industry that grazed cattle" -but rather as
mixed farming.''
To distinguish between ranching and farming, Elofson relies on the opinions of the
cowboys of the 1880s and 1890s: "If a man spent the majority of his time in the saddle
attending range animals rather than on foot nurturing plants or farmyard animals he was a
cowboy or rancher rather than a farmer."" In more broad terms, the primary criterion he
uses is the degree of care and attention given to the livestock, and, according to Elofson,
ranchers failed miserably on this count. For example, they relied entirely upon the ability of
their stock to survive in the "wilderness," employed no methods of herd improvement,

provided no additional feeding, and came into physical contact with their animals only
during proscribed roundups. More importantly, ranchers did not prepare for severe winter
conditions and suffered substantial losses in livestock and revenues. Thus, ranching was
ultimately unfit and non-productive because it was simply maladapted to the frontier
en~ironment.~.'

By Frontier environment, Elofson means both the geographic and the cultural
environment. Pure ranching practices were at odds with the physical environment, with
harsh weather being the most detrimental. The continuation of these practices, however,
M.
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reflected the poor fit between old world traditions and the new world fiontier. He argues
that individuals from Britain and eastern Canada were not equipped to deal with the
western frontier and were "...forced to learn a host of new skills and techniques..." many
of which were appropriated directly From American ranches.ss Thus, he says, the
experience and expertise of Americans, as well as their practices and equipment, were
crucial to the success of the Canadian cattle business and came to the Canadian West

". ..largely as a result of environmental ~election."~~

Of critical importance was the handling of range cattle. In the earliest stage most
ranchers allowed their cattle to graze year round, due in part to the "...belief that this was
what ranchers were supposed to do ..." and in part to simple "...ignorance about the new
frontier." In particular, Elofson claims that cattlemen "...made the mistake of assuming
that the chinooks would faithfully appear every winter and that their herds would therefore
be safe."" A number of disastrous years, culminating in the winter of 1906-07, finally

". ..taught the cattlemen the importance of making 'adequate provisions for a bad winter, "'
and they began to put up winter feed? While Elofson admits that winter feeding occurred

on many operations before the turn of the century, he maintains that death losses after that
time demonstrated that many still underestimated the amount or got "careless."59
Elofson is sympathetic to the fim newcomers who, understandably ignorant of the
'true' northern environment, believed that they could rely on chinooks to mitigate winter's
severity. They are excused for using inappropriate practices such as grazing their cattle
year-round and failing to provide winter feed. However, only the careless or irresponsible
continued these practices after the initial adjustment phasesa It took a climatic disaster to
change this downward spiral. Although they had experienced severe winters before,
Elofson argues that the devastating impact of the winter of 1906-07 finally "taught"
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ranchers the necessity of making proper winter provisions, such as cultivating, harvesting,
and supplying grains for feed, erecting fences and building corals, and limiting the calving
season. Once these methods had been refined, the transformation from ranching to mixed
farming was complete. Granting that some continued to graze relatively large herds after
this point, Elofson does not consider them as ranchers.61 Thus, while old-style "pure"
ranching died, the cattle business lived on in the modem, advanced state of stock-farming.
The principal strength of Elofson's work is his emphasis on the practical matters of
raising livestock and his clear understanding that the physical management of cattle was
essential to success~lranching. A second strength follows from this attention to the
material conditions of the frontier; that is, Elofson recognizes the need to situate western
Canadian ranching in its broader continental context. However, these strengths are offset
by two primary weaknesses. First, despite his emphasis on the physical environment,
Elofson relies on anecdotal material rather than recorded weather to support his
contention that southem Alberta' s winters were regularly severe. Consequently, he
evaluates ranching's adaptation in terms of an assumed harsh climate. Second, Elofson's
standard of evaluating ranchers and their practices is always relative to agriculture since he
believes farming to have been better adapted to the physical environment. By restricting
ranching to herders on horseback who did not nurture plants or animals, any deviation is
de facto evidence that ranchen had become farmers. Yet, as other ranching historians

argue, this clear line of separating the two activities does not reflect the true differences.
A lten~ativeHistorical Perspectives.

Since the late 1970s, historical geographers Simon M Evans and Terry JordanBychkov have written extensively on ranching in the West, both of whom study its
development within a continental perspective." While Jordan-Bychkov includes southern
". ibid., 205-09,212; "Adapting to the Frontier Environment," 321-23.
". These scholars have published numerous studies on ranching. See, for example, Teny JodanBychkov, iV~rthAmerican Cattle-Ranching Frontiers: Origins, Diffusion, and Diflerentiation
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993); "Does the Border Matter?Cattle Ranching and the
49& Parallel," in Evans, Carter and Yeo, eds., Cowboys, Ranchers and the Cattle Business, 11-10; and
Simon M Evans, "The End of the Open Range Era in Western Canada," Vol. 8, No. 1, Prairie Forunz

Alberta ranching as an example of his broad approach, Evans focuses specifically on
ranching in this region. Both challenge various positions taken by Breen and Elofson.
Given the wide range of complex issues considered by Evans and lordan-Brychkov, what
follows is only a brief summary of topics most directly related to this study, particularly
those pertaining to the winter of 1906-07.
Clearly, the continental approach of Evans and Jordan-Brychkov immediately
distances their perspectives from Breen's distinctive British-Canadian ranching fiontier.
They argue, as does Elofson, that Alberta ranching depended upon American personnel,

equipment, techniques, and livestock for its success. More specifically, both present a
heterogeneous ranch frontier and ranch society comprised of elite ranch owners,
independent ranchers and working cowboys from diverse backgrounds and nationalities
which spanned the MontandAlberta border. In essence, the 49" parallel was an
"...institutional fault line.."a and "...played no consequential role" in Nonh American
cattle ranching." All practical matters, including the physical management of cattle, are
considered essential issues in understanding the development of ranching. Evans takes
particular exception to Breen and others in the cultural school who focus on "...social
ambiance rather than on the professional lives of the ranchers and cowboys. An emphasis

on sporting activities and dances has trivialited the real achievements of those who
successfUlly established the ranching business in the foothill^."^'
The views of Jordan-Bychkov and Evans regarding the distinction between
ranching and f d n g are particularly relevant to Elofson's perspective, neither of whom
adopts the notion of pure ranching. In North American Cattle-RanchingFrontiers,
Jordan-Bychkov argues that separate herding traditions evolved in North America to
produce three systems of cattle ranching, the Texas, the California, and the Midwestern.
(1983):7 1-87; 'The Origin of Ranching in Western Canada: American Diffusion or Victorian
Transptant?" Vol. 3. No. 2 Great Phins Quarterly (Spring, 1983):79-91; and, "SomeObservations on the
Labor Force on the Canadian Ranching Frontier During Its Golden Age 1882-1901,'' Vol. 15, No. 1,
Great Plains Quarterly (Winter, 1995):3-17.
". Evans. "Origin of Ranching," 89.
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The latter, he says, was characterized by more intensive forms of husbandry and greater
attention to the care and breeding of cattle, and predominated in southern Alberta fiom the
beginning.66Evans has argued along similar lines, noting that fencing, winter feeding and
cropping fodder, adopted from the American Midwest and Montana in particular, were
While both Jordan-Bychkov and Evans demarcate
early features of ranching in ~lberta.~'
periods of ranching's decline, neither claim that ranchers adopted farming practices in
order to protect themselves against a cenain end. This is due primarily to the fact that they
consider good husbandry including the cultivating, irrigating and harvesting of crops as
having been pan and parcel of Alberta ranching, and not, as Elofson argues, as the tell-tale
signs of ranching's transformation into farming.
Jordan-Bychkov and Evans diverge significantly as well from Elofson's position on
the physical environment's effect on Alberta ranching. Jordan-Bychkov does not refer to
the winter of 1906-07 in his study but he does include the winter of 1886-87 and infers its
impact on Alberta ranchers. As noted earlier, the winter of 1886-87 holds a virtually
identical reputation among historians of the American West as does the winter of 1906-07
among historians of the Canadian West; each considered as 'the' winter which ended
open-range ranching, if not ranching as a whole. Jordan-Bychkov maintains, as do other
American historians, that the "calamity of 1886-87" coincided with a ranching industry in
grave circumstances but was not the cause of its decline.68 However, Jordan-Bychkov
does argue that the Texas system of ranching was doomed by virtue of practices which
were thoroughly maladapted to the climate of the Great Plains. While he acknowledges
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that ranchers who employed more intensive practices in various areas, including Alberta,
also experienced herd losses during these "climatic catastrophes," he argues that "...their
attention to winter feeding mitigated the di~aster."~'
Jordan-Bychkov's argument is especially germane to Elofson's claim that weather
was the primary impetus for the wide-spread adoption of winter feeding and for forcing
the cowboy down From the saddle. As Elofson speculates, "If the winters of the northwest
had been mild like those of Mexico, Texas and New Mexico, year round grazing might
have proceeded unimpeded for a considerably longer period. .."" According to JordanBychkov, the Texas system and all it entailed, including the cowboy who only worked on
horseback, "...was not sustainable in any environment and would have collapsed even in
the lushest [sic] and mildest of settings.""
Evans deals specifically with the impact of the winter of 1906-07 and argues as
well that, while many blame this winter for ending the open range period of ranching, the
foundations of the ranching industry "...were being eroded even before the killing
winter."" These foundations were: the Canadian government's support of ranching; the
belief that the short-grass prairies were too arid for farming; and the British market's
demand for beefn Evans' view of the ways farmers and ranchers adjusted to land-use is
particularly pertinent, since it diverges significantly from Elofson's perspective. As noted,
Evans argues that ranchers were winter feeding and cultivating the soil prior to and
independent of the winter of 1906-07. The move to greater intensification in ranching, he
says, stemmed from settlement pressure, not environment as claimed by Elofson.
Evans does not see farmers as the models of wiser land-use, nor that small-scale
operators were at less risk from climatic or economic hazard. More intensive, small-scale
mixed farming was "...appealing to farmers only as long as substantial returns rewarded
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limited outputs of capital and lab~ur."'~Although the winter of 1906-07 had
demonstrated cattle were at risk unless hay and some shelter was provided, the operator
had to weigh the output required for intensive mixed farming versus putting all his capital
into machinery for growing grain only. The evidence, he says, suggests that many adopted
the latter option. Furthermore, this winter had a greater negative impact on small-scale
ranchers and farmers who were unable to absorb their losses. Large-scale and corporate
companies, on the other hand, were better equipped to recoup their losses, and in fact,
Evans argues, the winter of 1906-07 encouraged the expansion of corporate control of the
cattle industry. He concludes that this winter struck an industry which was already under
siege."
The Contextual Importance of the Winter of 1906-0 X

The winter of 1906-07 is central to frontier determinists who argue that ranch
practices were poorly adapted to southern Alberta's environment and that ranching's
decline was ultimately due to this maladaptation. Although this winter's impact to those in
the metropolitan school is more symbolic of broader cultural breakdown than actual ranch
losses, it still serves a usefil purpose since they argue that, as southern Alberta's first
Eurocanadian occupiers, the cattlemen ranchers learned to accommodate to the
environment's "uncompromising demands" and developed an industry "...especially suited
to the region's semi-arid en~ironrnent."'~Thus, the British-Canadian ranchers stand in
stark contrast to the wave of American dryland farmers whose practices foreshadow the
disaster of the Dirty Thirties? it is ironic that, despite their polar positions on the
environment's effect on ranching, historians in both camps imbue it with such power.
Scholars both in and outside the discipline of history have been less sanguine about
human knowledge of, and interaction with, the environment. They point out that,
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particularly in new environments such as the undeveloped West, "...it is not what people
actually see there so much as what they want to see, or think they see, which affects their
rea~tion."'~ Seemingly detached observations about land and climate were colored by a
variety of pre-packaged imagesyindividual
imperatives, and personal and collective

perception^^'^ cultural baggage, economic

expectation^.'^ The actuality of the environment

was different from what people hoped could be done with it. T h e myriad factors which
shaped the mental image were fitted into a n existing framework of thought and, over time,
the force of these mental abstractions gave them the appearance of objective facts. Thus,
geographic ideas and perceptions,

as much as geographic conditions themselves, were

integral t o the shape of western development. Geographic concepts and perceptions were
particularly important to decision-making, both at the collective and individual level.
Indeed, federal land and immigration polices were based upon a perceived agricultural

-. J. Wreford Watson. 'The Role of Ilfusion in North American Geography: A Note on the
Geography of North American Settlement," Vol. XII, No. 1. Canadian Geographer (Spring, 1969):10-27.
The links between environmental perceptions, geographic i d s , and western settIement have been a
fcrtiIc area of research. Additional works which have been particularly valuable to this study are: C. 1.
Tracie, "Land of Plenty or Poor Man's Land: Environmental Perception and Appraisal Respecting
Agricuttural Settlement in the Peace River Country, Canada." in Brian W Blouet and Merlin P Lawson.
eds., Images of the Plains: The Role of Human Nature in Settlement (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press. 1975). 115- 122; Doug Owam, Promise ofEden: The Canadian Expansionist Movement and the
Idea of the CVest 1856-1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), especially chapters 3, 5, and 7;
A. A. Den Otter. "Adaptingthe Environment: Ranching, Irrigation, and Dty Land Farming in Southern
Alberta. 1880- 191.1." Vol. 6, No. 3, Great Plains Q u a ~ e r l (Summer,
y
1986):17 1- 189; and, William
Cronon. Changes in the Land: Indians. Colonists, and the Ecology o m e w England (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1983), chapters 1 and 2.
? Numerous studies address the relationship between changing images and perceptions of the
West and its development. The following have been most helpful to this study: R Douglas Francis,
lnrages ofthe West: Changing Perceptions of the Prairies. 1690-1 960 (Saskatoon: Western Producer
Prairie Books, 1989), chapters 1 4 ; Martyn J. Bowden, The Great American Desert in the American
Mind: The Historiography of a Geographic Notion," in David Lowenthal and Martyn J Bowden, eds..
Geographies ojthe Mnd: Essays in Historical Geosoph-v in Honor ofJohn Kirtland IVright (Nev York:
0.sford University Press, 1976), 119-147; and, John L Allen, 'The Garden-Desert Continuum: Competing
Views of the Great Plains in the Nineteenth Century," Vol. 5 Great Plains Quarterlv (Fall, 1985):207220.
The following focus more specifically on the effect which occupational goals, educational and
social backgrounds, personality, and vested interest had upon climatic assessments. Those most instructive
to this study are: Tracie, "Land of Plenty or Poor Man's Land," 115-22; John F Davis,"Constructing the
British View of the Great Plains," in Blouet and Lamon, eds., Images ofthe Plains, 181-85; and, Martyn
J Bowden, "Desert Wheat Belt, Plains Corn Belt: Environmental Cognition and Behavior of Settlers in the
Plains Margin, 1850-99," in Blouet and Lawson, eds., Images of the Plains, 189-202.

landscape and beneficent climate." More precisely, "p]roposed land use detined the
character of the habitat.""
Concepts about the environment and how people respond to it are part and parcel
of certain historical constructions, so called rneta-narratives, which have dominated the
field of North American history during much of this century. The two most relevant are
based upon the 'heroic model of science' and the idea of modem progress. Briefly put, in
the heroic model, science was equated with reason and objectivity and, if properly utilized,
guaranteed progress in the world at large. Social progress mirrored the processes seen to
be at work in the physical world, all evincing an ever-ascending evolutionary order. Once
these grand schemes were transposed onto history, it followed that the disorderly stuff of
the past could be composed into order much like the seemingly random events of the
natural world had been systematized by the laws of science. Believing that human progress
was not only inevitable but that progress developed in an ordered fashion, it remained for
the historian simply to recognize and isolate its patterns amid historical minutia."
Historians Frequently view the past environment in a similar vein, beginning with
the premise that the environment is kndamentally stable and orderly, its processes are
uniform, and its elements are matters of objective fact. Climatic variables occur in regular
cycles and form predictable regional weather patterns. Climatic conditions, along with
certain intrinsic characteristics in the land, determine its productive capability. The
qualities of both climate and the land are easily observed, quantified, and analyzed over
time. Thus, historians evaluate human responses to the environment "...as though it were
really the earth that influences us.""
Despite the prevalence of the notion that a 'real' climate existed which people
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simply 'read' and responded to objectively, climatic conditions have no intrinsic value.
Although climate does influence a particular area's topography, flora and fauna, meaning
is conferred by the culture of the inhabitants. Concepts of aridity and cold, for example,
are shaped by cultural beliefs about what constitutes a normal environment. A dry, barren,
and fiigid environment implicitly carries a '8inary vision" of a lush, green and productive
landscape. Normalcy and aberrance, then, depends upon who is doing the labeling and
how they perceive the envir~nment.~~
The Western environment was evaluated according
to certain cultural expectations about its potential for becoming an eastern landscape.

Thus, the expectation for southern Alberta was to replicate the farming conditions of the
humid woodlands.86
Although the objective view of the environment percolates throughout traditional
histories, the approach to environmental issues is less rigorous. Historians use terms
imprecisely, show a remarkable lack of interest in even basic environmental data, and
generally avoid any form of quantitative analysis. For example, 'environment,' at

minimum, includes water, soils, land forms, plants, animals and climate. Yet when
historians refer to the environment's affect on ranching, what they are usually talking
about is the effect of weather in one season in the annual climatic cycle -winter weather.
Given this preoccupation, it might be assumed that documenting winter weather over time
would be a priority. However, historians in general rarely consult even basic sources of
documented information, such as past weather records, much less to quantify it.
This lack of interest in climatic data, coupled with the assumption that the real past
environment is unchanging, has allowed historians to form specious, even mythical,
geographic notions about the West." One of the more significant problems is what
historian Richard White calls the essentialist view in which the environment is seen as
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inherently conducive to specific activities. Although this intrinsic nature is said to derive
fiom objective environmental features which reject its productive potential, the
environment is neutral and productivity is assigned to it. Hence, any 'intrinsic'
environmental condition is really a cultural category which defines how people use the
land!
For important portions of the West, including southern Alberta, the essential
environment has been considered to be an agricultural one. Since the environment is seen

as naturally suited for growing crops, it is a small leap to assign the cause of ranching's
decline to its lack of conformity to an agricultural landscape. Thus, the essentialist view
not only restricts the way people interact with the environment by confbsing a potential
use of the land with its intrinsic character, it also distills the entire scope of environmental
conditions into a single climatic variable, winter weather.
The essential environment, therefore, is a reduced landscape, its variety and
complexity pared down into 'objective' categories. When combined with the idea that
environmental processes are stable, these categories are the basis for the belief that people
can control the environment and protect themselves against climatic hazard and natural
disasters. The meta-narrative themes encourage this sense of control, as does the narrative
structure which simplifies and unifies complex events. Yet, the construct is artificial.
Natural events occur in cyclical and random fashion, but more importantly, they occur
with or without the presence of h~rnans.'~
The problem, of course, is that historians must be most concerned with what
happens to people when natural 'disasters' occur, otherwise they would not be historians
but ecologists. Thus, natural disasters are structured into an ordered environment which
has meaning to human-centered histories. The actions and problems of historic people,
therefore, create values in nature which provide the moral center for the story. Once the
objective view of a manageable environment is layered over the historical narrative,
historians look for explanations for what went wrong, more specifically, which group of
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people failed to manage the environment properly.
According to the frontier determinists, ranchers failed miserably on this score. Not
only did they thoroughly misunderstand the essential Alberta environment at the outset,
they failed to heed demonstrable natural messages and continued practices which were
clearly at odds with environmental conditions. Consequently, their behavior indicates their
propensity for taking risks. The cultural determinists, on the other hand, argue that the
physical environment was much less important than heritage and tradition. Along with the
support of federal politicians to whom they were culturally linked, the cattlemen were able
to better manage their ranches and thus, to avoid the same level of risk which plagued
ranchers elsewhere. This thesis will challenge both of these assumptions and offer an
alternate perspective on the decline of ranching in the early twentieth century.
The first step toward reconnecting ranching to western history is to look again at
the winter of 1906-07 and the traditional end of the story. Accordingly, in chapter two I
first examine the contemporary view that this decline was the natural result of progress
and then trace the way subsequent events affected its reconfiguration into mythic status.
The most significant aspect of this process is the degree to which the myth stems From
remembered accounts of those outside the ranch community. One way I try to account for
the singular hold this winter has had on the history is by looking more closely at the initial

perceptions which form the core of the collective memory. But this winter has also
captured the imagination of a succession of historians who have largely relied on
remembered accounts at the expense of the contemporary view. Therefore, a considerable
portion of this chapter is devoted to the way historians have used their sources.
Since a hndamental premise of this thesis is that beliefs, however potent, are
grounded in material conditions and behavior, in chapter three I look at climate and ranch
practices in depth. An overview of the regional climate is followed by a more detailed
examination of southern Alberta's past climatic conditions and early ranch practices. The
results contravene the belief that a singular climatic event caused the decline of the
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ranching economy, and the idea that ranchers participated in their own demise by
continuing to employ poor ranch practices. Ranchers in fact were highly attuned to
Alberta's variable climate and attempted to develop practices in keeping with
accompanying environmental and financial hazards. A comparative analysis of the winter
of 1906-07 and 1919-20 reveals that the proper response to climatic and financial risks
was rarely simple or straightforward.
Climatic and financial hazards were always tied at the hip. In chapter four, I
attempt to disengage them somewhat by focusing more expressly on the financial side of
the cattle business. In order to better understand the Alberta experience, the view must be
expanded to the broader North American context of international investment financing and
transnational approaches to organizing a profitable ranching operation. The examination of
sources of investment financing, business structures, and ranch management indicates a
similar mix of individuals prevailed in Alberta with established Eastern connections and
Western experience who more often than not worked at cross-purposes. The resulting
conflicts between Eastern and Western approaches were most concretely felt on the ranch.
Thus, the focus returns to Alberta and an examination of the success of corporate cattle
companies in the region.
Chapter five presents an alternative to approaches built around a naturejculture
dichotomy. This alternative is an attempt to maintain the importance of the physical
environment and tradition while highlighting the fact that neither operates in a vacuum. I
argue that the shift in land controi from ranchers to farmers was preconditioned by the
intimate connection between contemporary ideas about the land, agriculture and progress.
Although this connection was given its hllest expression in the progressive agrarian
discourse of the early twentieth century, it emerged from older traditions of thought which
linked social progress, moral fiber and economic wealth with agriculture. However, these
traditions were incorporated into a thoroughly acquisitive approach to the land and an
increasingly enhanced view of human control over nature, particularly the ability of
agriculture to transform a reluctant environment into a modem productive factoly.

Chapter Two - InttvprefrgngRanching's Storied Past
By 1906, Albertans were basking in the progressive spirit. Urbanites boosted

Calgaty as the center of modem western society and their rural counterparts pumped out
enthusiastic predictions about the multitude of hamlets and towns springing up like bunch
grass on the prairie. Fences, roads, and railway spurs crisscrossed the landscape, taming
the wilderness into order. Believing themselves securely positioned on the cusp of a great
new age, some indulged in momentary regret over the loss of a brief pioneer past. Citizens
who paid tribute to the last ranchers believed they were witnessing not only the end of an

economy, but a way of life as well. Many impulses evoke nostalgia, but the appeal of past
times depends upon the absolute assurance that those days are gone.' Although
predictions of the end of ranching abounded, absolute assurance was illusive. The date of
ranching's demise, as well as its boundaries and distinguishing features, depended upon
the observer's age and outlook so that the process remained in transition, invariably
ending in the individual's own lifetime.'
If contemporaries saw any lessons for ranchers in the winter of 1906-07, the moral
had less to do with climatic than social maladaptation. The difficulties of climate, as
everyone agreed, would be easily discounted by science and technology. After the
ecological and economic disasters of the twenties and thirties, however, a new perception
of the environment evolved which engendered the notion that Nature sent out
unambiguous warnings a prudent society should heed.3 In this atmosphere, it became
fashionable to find lessons in past disasters, as well as the present one, and thus, the myth
of the 'killing' winter of 1906-07 began to take shape.
As the core historical narrative goes, this hard winter was fatal to ranching,
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decimating herds throughout the region. Emotionally and economically spent, many
ranchers sold what was left of their livestock, divested themselves of land and property,
and quit ranching; some, deep in debt, merely hung on until they could do the same. At
this point, the core narrative splits into two essentially different stories, one progressive
and one tragic. The first is progressive in that the plot line gradually ascends toward a
more positive ending than the point where the story began. Thus, in this story's ending,
the majority of ranchers wisely resolved to change, modernize their practices, and join the
new age of progress. The second is a tragic story because the plot line eventually declines
to a more negative place than where it began. Although in this ending ranchers also alter

their practices, they do not chose to change so much as they are pushed by the inexorable
forces around them into becoming farmers. Rather than having progress pass them by,
they grudgingly become 'nesters'.
Although the visible plot in these stories is the ranchers' struggle with a harsh
environment, the narrative form has less to do with the natural environment than the social
one. Both stories are compelling because their plots are familiar cultural constructions
about the way people view social change. Hence, the first is a story abmct progress and the
ultimate improvement of society. In the second story, progress does not represent
betterment but rather, the loss of a romantic way of life.' Academic histories of the
decline of ranching follow similar progressive or declensionist plot lines. Like the
conventional narratives themselves, the visible plots centered around environmental
maladaptation and cultural disruption have less to do with either than it would appear.
Both turn upon the historian's assessment of whether society was improved or diminished
by the decline of ranching. What is most striking is that the explicitly progressive
contemporary assessment forms so little part of either history.

The disparities between contemporary views formed immediately after the winter
of 1906-07 and those written in hindsight is an intriguing issue which has implications both
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for the history and the historiography of ranching. This chapter examines this issue by
focusing upon perceptions and memories of hard winters, and the extent to which both
affected the contemporary and historical narratives. Since academic interpretations differ
From many past accounts, particular emphasis is given to the way historians evaluate and
use sources to document the impact of this climatic event. A continuing thread in all
accounts, whether contemporary, recalled or academic, is the curious post-mortem of
ranching, in which the subject appears to have expired repeatedly over time.
The Progressive Narrative and the End of Ranching.
As the font of regional boosterism, western newspapers were expected to present

their communities in the best light and to downplay features which might slow or deter
immigration. Climate was the most worrisome of the environmental variables, partly
because its effects were so visible but also because climate so directly impacted on

agricultural production. According to officials, newspaper editors had a civic duty to
suppress coverage of severe weather.' Although Minister of the Interior Clifford Sifton's
attempt to have the word 'snow' expunged from major western newspapers failed, editors
innately comprehended the consequences of adverse climatic conditions and began
sanitizing the language of weather, choosing 'bracing', for example, instead of the harsher
term 'cold.'6
Whether or not Alberta newspapers endorsed similar methods, none covered the
effect of the winter of 1906-07 on ranchers in any depth, including the traditionally strong
5. Paul Voisey, "Boostingthe Small Prairie Town, 1903-193 1: An Example From Southern
Alberta. " in Alan F.J. Artiiiiise, ed., Town and City.-Aspects of FVestern Canadian Urban Developnlent
(Regina: University of Regina Canadian Plains Research Center, 1981), 147-176. Numerous additional
in
studies examine the booster press' important role in promoting agricultural settlement,
terms of its presentation of adverse weather. Those most helpful to this study are: B. H. Baltensperger,
"Newspaper Images of the Central Great Plains in the Late Nineteenth Century," Vol. XIX, No. 2,
Journal of the West (April, 1980):64-70; James F Hamilton.. 'Newspapers, Migration and Small Town
Culture." Vol. 14, No. 3 4 (1981):78-85; Robert Hayward and Brian S Osborne, "The British Colonist and
the Immigration to Toronto of 1847: A Content Analysis Approach to Newspaper Research in Historid
Geography,"VoI. 17, Canadian Geographer (Winter, 1973):391402.
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advocate for cattlemen, The Calgary Herald. Preoccupied with its new role as champion
of the farmers, the paper devoted its attention to agricultural issues and immigration, and

printed brief reports which alternately claimed that the ranchers were safe and losses were
greatly exaggerated or, that only those careless cattlemen who had not provided hay
sustained losses.' However, editors were very concerned about the "undesirable publicity"
from exaggerated weather stories which had attracted national and international attention.
The paper published a series of columns countering the "knockers," culminating with its
April 4 front-page attack on "That 50,000 Frozen Stiff Cattle Story," as a slander

"Injuring the Fair Name of the Sunny Province."'
The once staunchly pro-ranching paper, the High River Times, eschewed sentiment
altogether, reporting on the winter in terse, lackluster snippet^.^ By 1908, as the local
community scrambled to adjust to the new agrarian west, the Times blossomed with

farming news, from fiont-page wheat stories to advice on cultivation. On April 2, the
paper reported that the big ranches were disappearing and followed up on May 21 with
the pithy observation, "This is now a farming country, and the farmer must be protected."
Four years later, a December 5, 19 12 article seemed to finalize the matter, the "day of the
big range" was over.
Nevertheless, nostalgia was acute among journalists for whom ranching's apparent
end was a bittersweet consequence of the inexorable "march of progress." In the late
summer of 1907, members of the press descended on the southernmost portions of the
province where ranchers were rounding up their herds. Katherine Hughes' article, "The
Last Great Roundup," set the elegiac narrative tone for her peers. The "dashing, free life"
of the ranch was passing, victim of "...the steady advance of the steam-plow and the barbwire fence."" On 7 August, former editor of the Calgary Herald, J J Young, wrapped up
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his series of articles with an equally melancholic tribute to the end of the great ranches
and the "fearless", "enterprising," and "manly race" of cattlemen. As he solemnly noted,
"The march of progress is ruthless, and the romance of the wide-spread ranches and
countless tossing heads must vanish before the reaper and the plough." Yet, he added, the
eventual demise of ranching was no cause for despair since agriculture would provide a
greater, more enduring prosperity.
The entire tenor of the contemporary discourse was based on the assumption that
fanning was more productive and, therefore, of more service to society. By producing
more cattle, more efficiently, on smaller plots of land, mixed farmers would save the cattle
industry and the west." Although romantic tributes published in the aftermath of the
winter of 1906-07 emphasized that "...the rancher [had] opened up the way..." for settlers
and progress,I2 during the event, sources were less sympathetic. As the Caigury Herald
put it, "Carelessness is Causing Much LOSS."'^ One of the more succinct presentations of
this progressive view was the 1909 report on the western cattle trade by Dr J G
Rutherford, Dominion Veterinary Director-General and Live Stock Commissioner.
Following a brief history of the cattle business, he observed that ranching in Alberta was
quickly passing, even in areas currently considered unfit for agriculture. These areas would
soon be cultivated, thanks to the modem methods of irrigation or dry-land farming.
Although ranching had been usehl "...in its own time and place.. .", progress and
advancement depended solely on agricultural productivity. A practical individual,
Rutherford minced few words about the hture. Ranching's "...early disappearance from
southern Alberta and Saskatchewan need, except perhaps from the standpoint of
sentiment, cause no deep or lasting regret.""
Sentimental views were short-lived however, primarily because the circumstances
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which had occasioned them changed. As early as 1908, farmers dazzled by current market
prices were dedicating more and more land to wheat, and by 1912, Alberta faced
distressing shortages of cattle." Experts and the press urged that gradng lands be set aside
for ranchers to provide the security of tenure necessary to increase livestock production
and revitalize the industry. The recommendations of a ranch commission, charged with
investigating the gradng question, pleased neither ranchers nor farmers.l6 Moreover, the
actual condition of ranching was unclear. Observers variously claimed the open range had
unequivocally ended in 1905, or was almost over in 1912. The last "big rancher" was said
to have passed from the scene in 1902, or in 1925." This conhsed situation was
compounded by the quizzical rise of bonanza farms, "wheat ranches," and a disturbing
dearth of cattle. The dream of the land prettily dotted with a multitude of small mixed
farms, surrounded by plots of golden grain and contented cows, had somehow gone
awry.
The ecological, economic and social upheaval of the twenties and thirties tempered

the progressive enthusiasm and the exuberant optimism so evident at the turn of the
century. The scope of soil erosion and drifting in southern Alberta demonstrated the need

for new approaches to the land and how it should be used.lgGrasslands were again seen as
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being necessary to the cattle industry, but for the first time experts hailed them as being
intrinsically valuable to the nation's wealth. The federal government came under fire for
numerous failings which centered around the claim that its land policies had ignored the
realities of Alberta's semi-arid climate, and had allowed the exigencies of land sales and
free homesteads for f m e r s to prevail. It was charged that, from the beginning, the
government's handling of open leases had fueled the attrition of ranchers and farmers and
had led both into "...marginal areas where the maladjustment of one or both was almost
Experts and the cattlemen themselves published more complex assessments of the
causes of ranching's declining importance with poor govemment policies, insecure land
tenures, indiscriminate settlement, destruction of grasslands, inexperience, severe winter
weather, wide-spread mange, and debt topping the lists. Virtually none concluded that any

of these difficulties ended ranching. Nor did they consider the winter of 1906-07 as the
decisive factor in its decline." The question then, is how did the image of the killing winter
come to take such a hold upon the retrospective view?
Witnesses to Disaster: the hoblem of Memory and Perception in History.

Whatever is known about the past begins with memory. Because eye-witness
accounts viscerally link past and present, they are among the most preferred historical
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sources. Yet, all first-hand testimony about any given event is not the same because each
person brings a unique set of motivations, responses and ideas to the viewing.* Where the
observer stands affects not only what is actually in view but how it is perceived.
Testimony of a casual bystander will clearly differ From a participant with a vested interest
in a particular version? Thus, to understand the past, the historian must bring together the
jumble of contemporary codes and clues, and sort among the sometimes conflicting
Even the most seemingly complete memories are not the past itself. Memory
distills the past into fragments, sorting again what perception had already sifted From the
initial scene, leaving only glimpses of the former whole. Memory also reshapes and
reinterprets past experience to accommodate present needs. Highly evocative events are
frequently more emphatic than the original experience, in part because memory is trained
by focusing on vivid, even grotesque, images. Memories of natural occurrences are

particularly subject to distortion because perception and emotion form the core of the
initial experience. "A place may be wrongly remembered as uniformly ice and windswept
if a blizzard was our most memorable experience therevu When the natural event is a

disaster, real or perceived, strong emotional reactions are enhanced in memory. More
importantly, to make sense of natural disasters, people invest them with meaning, which is
often revised over time?
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Codes and Cities to Memories of Hard Winters: A Local Stti@.

Newcomers' perceptions of Alberta's environment greatly affected their response
to it. In part, they perceived the new landscape in relation to its difference or similarity to
their former environment, and thus, took great note of climatic phenomena, such as
floods, drought and severe winters, which were not part of prior experiences. Previous
occupations, especially intensive farming in the humid east, played an instrumental role as
well, affecting material decisions, such as choosing a homestead location, but also
emotional responses to and expectations about the landscape.
More than anything else, immigrants believed the new setting would somehow be
more positive than the old. Inundated by promotional literature emphasizing the temperate
climate of 'Sunny Alberta,' they expected the image to imitate life and were unprepared
for its climatic extremes. The greater the disparity between their expectations and actual
conditions, the more apt they were not only to perceive winters as severe but to vividly
remember them as such. For example, Stuart Walker arrived in Crossfield in 1906 during
very typical March weather." Yet, according to his daughter-in-law, "In later years he
recalled that month as one long, continual blizzard. The romantic picture of the West as
portrayed in English newspapers hardly prepared him for the rigours of his new life."'"
While actual conditions were seasonal, newcomers like Walker perceived them as unduly
harsh, and, after 1905, the sheer numbers of newcomers increased dramatically.
Although the fact that the legendary winter corresponded with peak years of
immigration says nothing about actual weather conditions, it does highlight the obvious
point that in 1906-07 there were simply more people observing and thus, remembering.
Given the increase in immigration, this winter and its negative publicity could not have
occurred at a worse time, especially for local authorities engaged in the continual
campaign to attract more residents to their communities. Not surprisingly, concern over
potential consequences enhanced their memories of this event. More than fi*

years later,
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memories of dead cattle in town streets principally derived fiom those most negatively
affected, the town residents themselves, many of whom oRen had the unpleasant duty of
hauling away dead cattle. Nelson Genge, adult son of Colin M Genge, Macleod's mayor in
1907, remembered the cattle in the town's streets, frozen in the worst storm "...in the
history of southern Alberta."Lg
Indeed, the generation of witnesses who remembered the winter of 1906-07 as the
'worst' in Alberta history has served as the backbone of academic interpretations. By
eliding over essential differences between contemporary testimony and recalled accounts,
perceptions remain constant over time, perspectives never change and memories appear as
clear windows into the past. Thus, the judgement that the winter of 1906-07 was "...the
worst ever experienced in the ranching country"3oseems be documented fact. However,
once contemporary perceptions, comparable winters, the problems of memory and
historical context are added to the equation, a very different picture emerges.
Although reminiscences are often used to ascertain or corroborate factual material,
the multi-layered nature of memories complicate such efforts. Rarely has this material been

used to access what is arguably its greatest asset. That is, the very quality which makes
remembrances suspect as sources of factual information is the one most capable of
rendering attitudes, beliefs and perceptions. Local histories provide a host of information
about virtually all aspects of an area's past, including how people perceived their
environment." Since this material is integral to this thesis, a comprehensive search of
recollections was undertaken to determine what factors affected the way people perceived
and remembered severe winters.
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Five local histories covering the region from Cochrane to Macleod were searched
for all references to severe winter weather and its affect on ranching and farming.32The
objectives were twofold: to determine to what degree a larger sample of recollections
supported the conventional image of the winter of 1906-07; and, how these compared to
memories of the 1919-20 winter. Only individual rancher or farmer accounts which
supplied dates of arrival in Alberta and which specifically linked winters to ranching or
farming were included in the study. The vast majority were written by the individual or an
immediate family member. Unless the contents were clearly at odds, the labels 'rancher'
and 'farmer' were accepted as given. Sixty-eight accounts fit the criteria. Of the thirtythree references to 1906-07, forty-two percent came from ranchers and fifty-eight percent
from farmers. Of the thirty-five references to 1919-20, twenty-nine percent came from

ranchers and seventy-one percent @om farmers.

7he Wi,iferof 1906-0 7.
Most contributors remembered this event as being a "temble," "severe" winter
with deep snow and extreme cold. However, specific descriptions and recollections of its
impact were very different and broke down along occupational lines. All ranchers judged
this winter solely by its affect on ranching; only two of the fourteen entries stated their
stock did well. The majority of farmers also saw this winter as a disaster for ranchen; less
than one percent said the winter negatively affected farming.
Ranchers' accounts were brief, generic and commonly included references to ranch
practices, especially winter feeding. Some recalled attempts to mitigate the situation
through hay contracts or winter feeding portions of herds, most of which were
unsuccessfLl. Many noted the problems caused by deep snow which either prevented
cattle from foraging on grass or which made it impossible to get feed to the herd. None

n. Big Hill Counny, Fort Macleod; MiUarville, Kew, Priddis and Bragg Creek Historical
Society. Our Foothills (Calgaq: Historical Society, 1975); Pincher Creek Historical Society, Prairie G r w
to hfountain Pass: History of the Pioneers of Pincher Creek and District (Calgary: D W Friesen, 1974):
and, Nanton and District Historical Society, AbfosquuitoCreekRound-up: vant ton-Parkland wanton:
Historical Society, 1975)-

quit as a result of the winter, nor were any references made to other ranchers doing so. On
the whole, ranchers' accounts focused on methods, included few specific references to
herd losses, and were less descriptive.')
Farmers' accounts, on the other hand, were longer, more descriptive, and
emphasized the condition of range cattle. Few mentioned ranch practices in any detail.
Range cattle were commonly described as starving, suffering animals which drifted with
the storms and died where they stood along railway tracks, in trampled heaps in snow
drifts and haystacks, or frozen in confined rail cars? They perished "by the thousand^"^'
or, in such enormous numbers that, in the spring, their carcasses littered towns and
countryside where every "hundred yards" one found a "dead beast" on hillsides and in
coulees.36On the whole, f m e r s ' accounts were more dramatic, vivid, and intense.

In pan, this disparity stemmed from differing lengths of residency and times of
arrival. Overall, ranchers had resided in southern Alberta for a decade or more before the
influx of farming immigrants; ten out of fourteen anived before 1900. Consequently,
ranchers were more familiar with climatic variations and had experienced other episodes of
intemperate weather, including the first hard winter of 1886-87. In contrast, seventeen of
the nineteen farmers arrived after 1900, ten of which immigrated between 1905 and 1907.
Given their shorter period of residency, f m e r s had less experience upon which to judge
Alberta's winters. More sigmficantly, a third of the farming immigrants arrived during the
winter and spring of 1907. Thus, this winter coincided to what was in itself a memorabie
and highly emotional occasion, the newcomer's time of arrival.
However, the more hndamental reason for the differences in memories was that
ranchers and farmers viewed the winter of 1906-07 fiom entirely different perspectives.
Although the geographic location, or scene, could intersect, they were usually different for

". See, for example, Fort hfacleod. 406-07;hfosquito Creek, 103; Prairie Grass, 337-39; Big
Hill, 683.
". See, for e.xample, Fort lLlocleod, 164; ~\fos~ttiro
Creek, 33 7-38; Big Hill, 611- 12; Our
Foothills. 2 18.

Fort ~llocleod,420-2 1.
36. Our Foothills, 132-33.

35.

each group, particularly for those arriving during the winter and its aftermath. Ranchers
primarily appraised conditions in more isolated areas, individually inspecting ranches and
grazing lands. Established f m e n usually stayed within more populated rural settings, and
thus, observed its affect in local communities and along country roads. Newcomers, in
transit to their new homes, primarily viewed the scene from a window seat in a CPR
settlers' car. As they passed by terrain littered with dead cattle, estimates of losses swelled
and it appeared that disaster covered the land. To be sure, it was more than just

appearances. As herds continued to drift with the storms, seeking grass and shelter, many
cattle did die along fences and railway tracks which transected traditional ranges.
However, while the losses were real enough, the estimated numbers were not. At best,
they were extrapolations; at the very least, they were the impressions of a captive audience
who had the perfect vantage point from which to witness the 'killing' winter."
Ranchers and fanners also perceived the winter differently because their
conceptual perspectives were different. Prior to the mass immigration of western
drylanders, newcomers came primarily from intensive eastern fanning traditions. Thus,
they judged the carnage around them From the perspective of mixed farmers; individuals
who took care of their small herds, fed and sheltered them in cozy barns, attended the
delivery of offspring, and even knew their animals by name. Raising vast herds of range
cattle was as foreign as the new land itself, the methods of ranchers unfathomable.
Lacking a rancher's point of view, their sympathy for the poor, hairless creatures, tongues
"fiozen from licking the snow" was ~venvhelming.'~Seventy years after his family's
arrival in the spring of 1907, the memories were still vivid for Billy Trevenen. "The thing
I've always remembered was seeing all the dead cattle on both sides of the road all the
way from Calgary to Claresholm. Wherever there had been a haystack they just tramped
the hay and themselves right into the snow. It was a really bad winter."39

'.

See, for example, Mosquito Creek, 186; Big Hill, 528; Prairie Grass,261.
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P).Our Foothills, 2 18. When Nebraskan Lewis Hayden and new wife Julia arrived in Nanton in
early 1907, they too were "...horrified at the sight of frozen cattle everywhere," Mosquito Creek, 486.

Of course, many newcomers were aspiring farmers who came £?om thoroughly
different backgrounds and who had little or no personal experience. Bred in genteel
English society, Olive Vincent was accustomed to cooks and maids before marrying
George Reid, a native of Belgium, in 1907. George Reid went ahead to enter their claim,
and Olive joined him in April. Years later, the memory of her trip to their Cochrane
homestead still centered around how appalled she had been "...by the stock lying dead
beside the railway tracks."" Thus, the most detailed and horrific descriptions of this
winter came from practicing farmers or aspiring ones, and, although their perceptions
filtered through a host of personal circumstances, their memories were virtually identical.
More importantly, because their livestock was largely unaffected, they were bystanders
o b s e ~ n gsomeone else's disaster scene. However, farmers viewed the winter of 1919-20
from an entirely different perspective.

The Winter of 1919-2 0 .
In many areas, accounts of this winter contrasted significantly from those of 190607. For the earlier winter, ranchers had focused upon its impact on their occupation and

continued to do so for 1919-20. However, compared to accounts of 1906-07, ranchers'
recollections of this winter were more vivid and emotional. Farmers' accounts remained
more descriptive and intensely recalled than those of ranchers. However, while farmers'
accounts of the earlier winter had overwhelmingly emphasized its negative affect on
ranchers, the reverse occurred for 1919-20. Virtually all farmers focused on its negative
impact on farming, only two mentioning ranching in passing. Recent immigration, which
had been an important factor in memories of 1906-07, played little role in 1919-20. None
of the ranchers and only two farmers were recent immigrants, and none amved during the
winter itself. Regardless of the intensity of the memories of this winter, they are useless as
a comparison to 1906-07 if few witnessed both events. Eighteen of the twenty-five
farmers and all ranchers had experienced both winters.
Both groups described the winter of 1919-20 in similar terms -"unforgettable",
". Big Hill County, 528.

"one of the most severe", and the "worst since 1906-07." Their specific recollections were
even more similar. Summer drought and poor hay crops caused feed to be scarce even
before winter weather began. Once severe weather set in, rationed hay, when available,
was sold from distant central depots at exorbitant prices, then hauled to the stock. Many
delivered their herds north to feed. Some farmers took extreme measures; entire herds
were sold in the fall while others were fed rolled oats purchased from catalogues and
shipped by parcel post. One farmer fed his cattle wheat seed intended for spring planting.
Regardless of their efforts, the impact was the same for farmers and ranchers; most cattle
died anyway while surviving animals were so thin they had no marketable value. Both
groups stated that their enonnous financial losses had not been worth the effort, but more
importantly, that they had never recovered kom the debt load. While two ranchers greatly
reduced their holdings, four farmers quit altogether and moved to urban areas."
The collective memories of these winters indicate that, the image of the 'killing'
winter, so prevalent in historical studies, overwhelmingly derived from an agriculturally-

oriented population. Presuming that ranching vanished from southern Alberta circa 1907,
the majority of histories end the ranch narrative in its aftermath. While very few scholars
extend ranching's life span past this period, none have included the winter of 1919-20,
even in passing. Yet, history, like memory, reinterprets the past by dent of hindsight and
revises it to accommodate the present?
Ranching Historiography and the Problem of Language, Style, and Memory.

The role of memory in history is particularly important to the assessed impact of
the winter of 1906-07, in large part because it hses the range of difficulties associated
with memory formation with a subject already imbued with nostalgia and sentiment. For
many writers, the evocative grandeur and beauty of Western scenery was intensified if a
lone cowboy on his horse adorned the horizon. This colorful West was often seen as an

". See, for example, Fort hfacieod, 170-72,306-07,345.477; Prairie G r m , 64447,773-78,
790-93;Our Foothills, 114, 161; Big Hill Country, 438-39,58546; Mosquito Creek. 103,280,337-38.
Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign County, 46,

antidote for modem ills, especially for "bookish" people who believed they had seen the
best of the West "...slide around the comer of hi~tory."'~
Modem American historians, says New Western scholar Michael McGeer, "...look
at the writing on the West, h d confirmation of what they already believe about the
~
Brian
country as a whole, and, not surprisingly, dismiss western h i s t ~ r y . "Historian
Dippie adds that western subjects are easier to ignore when prefixed with "...the allpurpose pejorative 'cowboy' ...,*as Not surprisingly, ranching history does not even merit
honorable mention. The meager number of those who approach the subject in a scholarly
fashion must also contend with additional challenges, which revolve around the quantity
and quality of sources. Researchers have been greatly restricted by the general absence of
primary material; most early ranch records did not survive the passage of time, and the few
which have are woefully incomplete. For the most part, cattlemen simply left a paltry trail
of written works, whether business records or personal material."
The quality of the material is also uneven, largely because much of it derives From
memory.Many firsthand accounts were from cowboys past their prime who either scripted
their own story or hired a writer From the east. In either case, they were products of
imagination and senility, most notable for inflated language and overly colorfi~lwriting
styles." As a result, the cattle industry has often been presented as "...anemotional
rendering of the folk-saga theme...", its harder side forgotten, ". ..buried in the mush of
sentimentality."'* Historians have further complicated the situation by insufficiently
scrutinizing the sources and the contemporary context. Taken as a whole, these problems

". Athearn, The hlvthic IVest, 20-21.
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1992), 255-56.
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eds., Trails, 136.

C. W.Buchanan, "History of the Wahond Cattle Ranche Ltd," VoL 8, No. 8, Canadian
Cattlemen (March, 1946): 17 1; GressIey, Bankers and CattIen~en,viii; and, Breen, Canadian Prairie
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have had a significant impact on interpretations of the 'end' of ranching and the winter of
1906-07, an event which, on its own, inspired a legend.

As Patricia Limerick notes, western history is the P.T Barnum of historical fields,

in which the shifty and exaggerated language of early accounts provided abundant
opportunities for "suckers" to c o h s e literal with literary faa. Consequently, western
historians have inherited an often embarrassing legacy fiom predecessors who failed to
keep "...a critical distance between themselves and the written words of the pioneers."
Nevertheless, she argues, the issue of sincerity and deception has turned many historians
from deciphering cultural meaning to debunking the c~lture.'~
Too few scholars have
recognized that even the most inspired writes within a broader contemporary setting which
affects language and style, not to mention perspective and ideology, in myriad ways.
Attitudes and beliefs embedded in individual texts often reflect those prevalent in the
contemporary atmosphere as much as those held personally. Further, while the concern
about language and style is not misplaced, it has been sorely misapplied.
Part of understanding the continuing strength of the image of the winter of 190607 requires closer inspection of the contemporary codes and clues. An equally important

part is to consider the role of memory, its impact on what people remember about this
event, and to recognize that a personal account written at the time will diverge fiom one
inspired by memory. The most serious problem surrounding the way historians have used
personal accounts is that too few have distinguished between first-hand and recalled
accounts. Most personal testimonies used to document this winter are in fact individual
reminiscences written forty to seventy years after 1906-07."To take but one example
from scholarly studies, frequent references to C J Christianson's, My Lve on the Range

*. Limerick, "Making the Most of Words," in Cronon, Miles. and GitIin. eds., Under an Open
Shy? 168-69, 183.
Numerous works address these issues. Those most us& to this study are: Appleby, Hunt, and
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Wisconsin Press, 1989), 64-92; and, David M Emmons, Garden in the Gradan&: Boomer Literature of
the Central Great Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1971), 49-69, 171-96.
". See, for example, Breen, Canadian Prairie West, 14647; Evans, "End of the Open Range,"
78-79; Elofson, "Adapting to the Frontierp"321; Voisey, Vutcan, 88; Dempsey, Golden Age, 14449.

(1968) and Early Rangemen (1973) suggests that these works are reliable sources.

Moreover, the manner in which this material is used gives the impression that the
testimony came fresh on the heels of the winter of 1906-07 - "Speaking of the killer
winter of 1906 and 1907, what you read and hear, if it is bad, believe it."'? Yet,
Christianson was already eighty years old when this first memoire was published.
The most notable examples in Alberta ranching historiography which reflect the
curious way historians have evaluated and ranked the sources are LV Kelly's 7he Range

Men and Wallace Stegner's WoYolf Willow. Although both are included in basic reading
lists, such as the annotated guide appended to The Prairie West to 1905: A Canadian
Sourcebook, their assessed value is decidedly uneven. The book's editors, including two of

ranching's most prominent historians, summarize the two books as follows: (The Range

Men) "This is the first published history of the Canadian cattle kingdom. It is a detailed
and coloufil account that should be used with caution." -(Wolf

WiNow)"This

distinguished author's history and reminiscence of his boyhood on the southern plains is
perhaps the most readable of all books written about the ranch country."" The appraisal
is by no means unique. Often as not, when historians cite The Rarlge Men, it is as an
example of the P T Barnum school of cowboy history, while they present Wolf WiUow
among the "superior examples" of "[Slingle author memoir^."'^ None have looked into the
background of Kelly, yet all make note regarding what they think they know about
Stegner's. What the background of these two men and their works reveal raises questions
about how historians have approached these "seminal" sources of ranching history,
particularly as it relates to the winter of 1906-07.

". C. I. Christianson, ib& Li/e on the Range (Lethbridge: Southern Printing Co Ltd. 1968), 3 3.
Despite this tantalizing statement, Christianson's chapter dmted to 'The Great SIaughter' is short on
particulars. and, in other passages, he blames encroaching settlers and the loss of grass for ranching's
troubles. See, 28, 3 5, 9 1.
n. Le\~lsG Thomas,et ul, eds., The Prairie West to 1905: il Canadian Sourcebook (Toronto:
Oxford University Press, 1975), 30546. David Breut reiterated the cautionary warning regarding 7'he
Range Men in his bibliographical notes to The Canadian Prairie West, 290.
%. Lewis G Thomas, 'The Ranching Tradition and the Life of the Ranchers?" in Ranchers'
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The Range Men: The Story of the Ranchers and Indicms of Alberta.
Born in Union, Ontario of United Empire Loyalist stock, Kelly's formative years
were spent in Windsor and Detroit. After working in the bookkeeping depmrnent of the
Detroit Free Press, Kelly moved to Dickson, Alberta in 1902, joining his father and
brother who had begun homesteading the previous year. However, the twenty-two yearold had only a passing interest in full-time homesteading and, over the next four years,
held various positions with the CPR in Lethbridge and Calgary, interspersed with sixmonth stints on the ranch. He became acquainted with his new surroundings during this
period, taking in the landscape and local customs, and talking to Westerners and new

arrivals, who nearly all like himself were 'easterners come west.' He also began writing
down what people talked about, their opinions and problems, framing his stories through
the eyes of the increasing numbers of new immigrants to Alberta. In 1906, his "Man From

the East" articles became a regular feature of the Calgaty Herald, and, shortly after, he
joined the paper as a staff member."
Kelly was a top reporter for the Heruld for the next eight years, his
straightfoward articles containing all the necessary substance and sufficient dry wit and

flair to make them readers' favorites. Beyond the requisite skills for the job, editors
particularly valued Kelly's ability to elicit a cross-section of views from top officials to

ordinary citizens and to connect them to regional issues. While it may have been
happenstance that one of his first assignments was to report the proceedings of the 1907
Beef Commission, the fact that he had tried ranching himself, albeit lamely, and that his
wife was the daughter of a small local stockman, made him an obvious choice? Over his
stay at the paper, Kelly was the reporter most often assigned to ranching issues.
Consequently, he formed a large network of contacts among individuals intimately

55. 0 S Longman Fonds and Agricultural Collection, M1027, correspondenceand letters between
Alberta Agricultural Research Officer, O.S. Longman and Kelly family, ( C a l m : Gienbow Museum).
%. L.V.Kelly and Sadie McNeil, Notitia hfatrirnonii,2 Aug, 1907, St Mary's Archives, Calgary,
Interview with Bea Folger, L.V.Kelly'sniece, Sept, 1998; Donald E,Brown, A History of the Cochrorte
Area, M . A. Thesis, Department of History (University of Alberta, 195I), 53; Big Hill, 57.

connected with the cattle business."
In 1912, Kelly took a leave of absence from the Herald to write me Range Men
which was published the following year. His research included notes taken over many
years,5gstandard sources, such as NWMP and other government reports, newspapers and
other published material, and various addresses to national and local stock associations.
Kelly also conducted interviews with twenty-one prominent stockmen, three current
M.P.P's, CPR official J S Dennis,and Dr J G Rutherford."
Few works summarized the contemporary mood better than The Runge Men. In it,
Kelly wove progressivism into an uplifting tale about besieged cattlemen who faced
adversity, met the challenge of changing conditions and wisely chose to join modem
society. Kelly recounted the winter of 1906-07 with flair and graphic enthusiasm. During
the long winter, he says, the steady, piteous bawling of weak, suffering cattle filled the air,
their carcasses clogging town streets? Yet, he picked up the story, as he did at each
year's end, with the annual stock assessment: the surviving range cattle had "entirely
recovered" from the preceding winter and entered the next season in "splendid
~ondition."~'Although winter losses had been heavier than in previous hard years, Kelly
claimed they did not stem from weather alone. Rather, the greater losses were due to
circumstances which "conspired" to place range stock in jeopardy and "...accentuated the
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Kelly, The Range Men, 377,381-

inclemency of eath her."^ M e r 1907, a greater number of cattlemen began departing from
"old style ranching," so that "...the big ranches were coming to what they admitted they
should be, mixed f m s on a huge

Thus, from L V Kelly's perspective, the

winter of 1906-07 had not been a death knell, nor had it instigated change but rather, had
quickened the pace of progress and modernization already begun.

Wolf IYillow: A History, a Stoty, and a Memory of the L&

Plains Frontier.

Few other single works have contniuted more to the image of the winter of 190607 than Wallace Stegner's WoY WiYw; his "carrion spring" is a standard feature in the

history of this event? Although treated as a personal testimony of this winter's disastrous
in point of fact, it was not his personal recollections, in whole or in
effect on ran~hing,~'
part, since Stegner was born two years after the winter, on February 18, 1909, in Lake
Mills, Iowa. Years later, his family moved fiom Iowa to Whitemud, Saskatchewan, the
small town which provided the setting for his evocative story.' A boy yearning to be a
man, Stegner was enthralled with the skill, grit and raw courage of the ranchers still left in
Whitemud, the more so since he was the scrawny, "crybaby" son of a crop farmer."
He spent half of his youth hanging around the corrals, bunkhouses, anywhere he
might scrutinize cowboys in action, and the other half imitating every move they made. "I
heard some stories about the winter of 1906-07, but I never heard enough. Long
afterward, digging in the middens where historians customarily dig, I found and read some

". Ibid., 376.
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more...What they record is an ordeal by weather."68Ranchers, he says, would not "tell

their stories in Technicolor7"nor wish to call attention to themselves but Stegner believed
that their ordeal should be told in dramatic, graphic detail, and that their loss and despair
could be best conveyed through the "...eyes of some tenderfoot." Thus, the award-winning
author of fiction and university professor of writing, invented Ray Henry, part fiction and
pan memories of ranchers and a boy long gone, the perfect vehicle for the tragic story
about the end of ranching."
In Stegner's story, nature defeated the ranchers, its sudden and calamitous effect
like that which "...war has upon a nation."" In chapter three, 'Carrion Spring', the war
metaphor is worked to its finest graphic detail. Amid a surreal landscape in which the eyes
of dead cattle stare through the debris of tangled legs, horns and tails, and the stench of
rotting carcasses poisons the spring air, hero Ray Henry, and ranching, appear to be
conquered." When Stegner states that the winter of 1906-07 suddenly altered a way of
life, making stock farmers out of ranchers," the art is so convincing that this claim appears

to spring from the well of personal experience. Instead, it derived from a unique blend of
fictional, historical, and nostalgic impulses. More importantly, written fifty years after the
winter of 1906-07, those impulses greatly benefitted from the gift of hindsight.
Yet, Stegner's narrative of a breed vanquished by nature colors the broad view of
ranching, even among scholars who expressly acknowledge that the winter of 1906-07
was only one of several factors which contributed to its decline of ranching." Wolf Willow
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has endured because its potent theme satisfies the way people need to see ranchers,
cowboys, and the Old West - larger-than-life, and in Technicolor. But more importantly,
since it is clear that this West is forever gone, its past can be enjoyed nostalgically without
being taken seriously, and allows people to "...get out of modernity without leaving it
altogether."" For the more progressive-minded, a time when people were still overcome

by nature is a comforting contrast to the present perceived control people have over the
environment.
The Colorfirl, Mythic West.
It appears that, for most historians, L.V.Kelly's "coloufil" account may be of
some passing interest but it should not be taken seriously. Certainly neither his "unusually
romantic" portrayal of cowboys nor his negative depiction of "drunken and dissolute
remittance-men" is to be believed." Such times, they insist, never existed in the Canadian
West." Rather, the Canadian frontier was genteel, properly stratified, and law-abiding;
this, of course, is in contrast to its 'wild and wooly' American counterpart." What is most
interesting and disconcerting about the way historians have evaluated The Range Men is
that the purported issue is credibility. That is, Kelly's language and writing style signify
that the account is unreliable as an historical source. Yet, by the criteria historians hold
most dear -contemporality, eye-witness to events, intimate knowledge of the subject,
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and supportive documentation -it is difficult to see where Kelly fell short. This is
especially curious since Wolf Willow is so highly valued as a source of history.
Stegner's superbly crafted narrative of the winter of 1906-07 is not history as
those in the field normally view it. No sources of information nor facts, dubious or
otherwise, are provided; no dates, places nor names are offered. Knowledge of ranching
and the event that 'destroyed' it is received wisdom. There is no detached reasoning nor
argumentation at work. All of this would be relevant were it not for the fact that Stegner
explicitly informs the reader about his purpose and the tools he used to achieve it. M e r
spending his adult life in American universities, Stegner returned to his boyhood home of
Whitemud where he searched for "familiarities" and physical evidence of his memories
"fixed by time" - but the reality he found was "dreamlike." As he tells the reader, "I
have used those memories for years as if they really happened, have made stories and
novels of them. Now they seem uncorroborated and del~sive."'~
For historians who dole out significance for Waif Willow and withdraw it from The
Ra!~geMen, colofil language and romanticism appear to be the crux of the matter yet the

claim is disingenuous. One hardly find a more thoroughly romantic perspective than
Stegner's nor more dramatic use of language. The scholarly preference for WolfWillow is
particularly curious coming from those who wish to purge Canadian ranching history From
the grip of mythic ranchers and cowboy^.'^ The disenabling of apparent myths about the
Canadian west is successfil as long as sources are used selectively and are sheared from
their contemporary context but, more importantly, as long as myths about its American
counterpart stay intact. Yet, as one Canadian ranching scholar argues, in histories
preoccupied with the character of the foothills ranching society, a "Victorian ideal" is set
". ..uncritically against the

stereotypical image of the American 'Wild west' ."" While

scrubbing western history clean from myth is a current priority among scholars, the task is

Stegner, Wolf CYiflow,8-15.
3. Ibid., Breen would like to correct not only the cowboy 'myth' but also the "...mythology of the
western 'cow town...'" and its "...'stampede ethos' [which] has in turn imposed an ill-fitting American
stereow upon the ranch community at large." 98.
m. Evans, "Origin of Ranching," 86.
'8.

not without certain risks. In the stand-off between the supremacy of either the British or
American influence, the Western Canadian rancher and working cowboy is shunted to the
sidelines, a marginal element in the battle for culture.
Concluding Remarks.
Myths and images have colored historical studies of the winter of 1906-07 and its
role in the presumed 'demise' of ranching. A study of contemporary accounts shows a
diversity of interpretations of that winter, the perspective often shaped by whether the
observer was a rancher or a farmer, a recent immigrant to Alberta or a long-time
occupant, an idealist or realist as to his or her new life in the West. Furthermore, works
often used by historians as evidence of this winter's impact are suspect as historical
sources because they were written many years after the fact. The two works noted, C J
Christianson's My Life on the Range and Wallace Stegner's Wo[fWillow are but a sample
of this overall trend. Kelly's more credible contemporary account, on the other hand, has
often been dismissed because of its "coloufil" journalistic language. What this reveals is
the unreliable nature of many of the primary sources historians have used to "document"
the severity of the winter of 1906-07.Chapter Three examines the regional climate, ranch
practices, and ranch losses, as well as what historians have had to say about the
connection between these factors, the winter of 1906-07, and the decline of ranching.

-

Chapter Three The Risky Climate of the Alberta Range.
Fixed ideas are those ideas, true or false, which have "set like concrete" in
historical thought.' Over time, fixed ideas about climate, ranching and risk have become
embedded in the historiography of ranching, hnctioning as separate yet interdependent
explanations for its decline. Ranchers are said to have misunderstood the fact that Alberta
winters were regularly severe, and, consequently, adopted year-round grazing and other
practices employed on the southern ranges of the American West which were unsuitable
for the northern climate. Like their southern counterparts, Alberta ranchen were more
concerned about reducing maintenance costs than protecting their livestock and, therefore,
placed their herds at great risk by failing to winter feed. Since the overwhelming majority
of herd losses occurred during winter weather, it is assumed that adverse conditions
during the winter season were the sole cause of these losses. Thus, the decimation of
range cattle in 1906-07finally taught ranchers the true nature of the climate and the error

of their ways.

Historians have largely relied on limited, qualitative material to evaluate severe
winter weather, inappropriate ranch practices and excessive winter herd losses. This

chapter reassesses each of these subjects, as well as the fixed ideas which undergird them,
by incorporating new evidence from diverse sources. Recorded weather data for 1886-87,
1906-07 and 1919-20 provides a more accurate basis for analyzing climate as a factor in

ranching while review of ranch practices since the early 1890s provides historical
perspective on this subject. The integration of weather patterns, ranch practices, and other
factors demonstrates that preventing winter herd losses was neither simple nor
straightforward. Risk came from many directions and fkom diverse environmental hazards.
Climate and Fixed Ideas.
Climate was the most important consideration in settling the West, fm more critical

'. John K Wright, quoted in Bowden, "The Great American Desert in the American Minh" 119.

than soil or topography.* In the promotional literature, claims about climate were
augmented by the latest scientific information and climatological theories which negated
the importance of Canada's northern latitude. The prairie climate was said to be so
sublime that, even in the more difficult southern regions, livestock could be left out to
graze in the dead of winter.>According to the Department of Agriculture's 1888 Guide to

Settlers, a moderate climate was said to be the principle reason the Alberta cattle business
was so profitable. During average winters, herds were fattened entirely on bunch grass,

with only "calves and cows in low condition7' requiring winter feeding during more
difficult winters. Steers could always keep fat even in the worst winters as the snow was
seldom deep enough to prevent grazing. Thus, by using "ordinary care," the cattleman
could expect minimal maintenance costs and winter losses. However, a caveat was added:
there were risks to year-round grazing, and stock growers were advised to winter feed.
Since fanners could grow crops for fodder more productively, the Guide sagely predicted
that farmers would eventually displace ranchers.'
However, presentation of climate was a tricky issue. From the early 1890s on,
government increasingly tried to steer a prudent course between casting Alberta's climate

as favorable for both ranching and farming. The emphasis on growing crops for fodder
went hand-in-hand with government's primary goal for the prairies, establishing farm
settlement, yet too great an emphasis on climatic hazards such as hard winter weather
would interrupt the flow of investment in the cattle business. It was a vicious cycle which
plagued the Department of Interior for years to come.
The North-West Mounted Police were able to avoid this dilemma. Their principal

I. Hedges, Building the Canadian West, 49; Tracie, "Land of Plenty or Poor ivlan's LanQn 1 1718: Joseph V Hickey and Charles E Webb, "The Transition from Farming to Ranching in the Kansas Flint
Hills," Vol. 7, Great PIains Quarterly (Fall 1987): 247-50
3. G.S. Dunbar. "Isothermsand Politics: Perception of the Northwest in the 1850's,"in k W .
Rasporich and KC. Klassen, eds., Prairie Perspectives 2: Selected Papers ofthe Western Canadian
Studies Confereences 1970. 1971 (Toronto: Halt, Rinehart and Winston of Canada, 1973), 9; Owram,
Promise ofEden, 109, 116-18, 162-67.

'. Canada. Department of Agriculture, LLAlber@Canada, The Great Ranching, Agricultural and
Mineral Countq at the Base of the Rocky Mountains," Guide to Settlers (Ottawa,January, 1888). 24-26,
58.

duty was to prepare for immigration rather than promote it. Although the police did assess
the suitability of regional environmental conditions for settlement, their assessments could
be utilized or ignored at the discretion of those directing the immigration campaign.

Consequently, poiice assessments did not hinge upon the broader settlement plan.' As the
first and most enthusiastic supporters of the Alberta cattle business, the NWMP continued
to assess conditions as being best suited for ranching. From 1889 to 1906,
superintendents of Calgary's "F'Division reported that grass and hay were plentiful;
stock increases, quality and sales were good; and, on the whole, the warm chinook winds
minimized winter 10sses.~
While drought and excessive cold were critical concerns, the more fbndamental
problem was the "capricious and fickle" nature of Alberta's climate7,in which conditions

could fluctuate dramatically from one extreme to another within a single season or from
one year to another. Frost can occur year-roundgand snow has fallen in every month
except ~ u l yOn
. ~ the whole, temperatures vary less during the summer months than in

others, hovering in the upper fifties with occasional daily maximums of 90" F or above.''
Precipitation, however, is very erratic. From 1885 to 1925, recorded total rainfall for
August for the district of Calgary has varied from zero in 1886 to 9.4 inches in 1899."

'.

This is not to suggest that police assessments were necessarily neutral. The connection
behvcen the Alberta cattle business and the NWMP in general has been well established by Breen,
Canadian Prairie West, 29-30,86-88. It is important, however, to recognize that climatic assessments
incorporated into immigration publications had a Metent explicit purpose than those generated by the
police. Moreover, as temporary residents in the region, the police saw first-hand the growing number of
settlers who tried to farm 'unsuitable land' and failed See, for example, Canada, Sessional Papers,
NWMP Annual Reports, Division E, (Ottawa: Maciean, Roger & Co.), (1889), 47, (1893), 132, (1893),
128, (1904), 56, (1909). 17.
See, for example, Sessional Papers, N W M P Annual Reports, (1889),37. (18921, 23, (1897,
132, (1901), SO, (1905), 28.
'. Hedges, Building the Canadian ?Vest,49.
'. Untimely frosts negatively afZected ranchers' f& and hay crops, as well as farmers' grain
crops. See, for e.xample, &Fsional Papers. NWMP Annual Reports, (1903, 16.
9. Actually, the Calgary station recorded 0.1 inches of snow in July, 1918, Daily Climatological
Data, 57.
lo. Standards of measurement in all quoted material are reproduced as is.
I. Dailv Climatological Data, 46.

"

'

Winter weather is even more unpredictable. Calgary's total snowfall for January

has ranged fiom a trace in 1898 to a maximum of 12.9 inches in 1913,12and extreme
maximum and minimum temperatures fluctuate wildly. In the month of February, for
example, extremes have ranged from a high of 6 1' F in 1906 to -49' F in 1893.l3 The first
winter snow storm can occur any time from October onward, and average winters have
five months with mean temperatures below freezing." Moreover, 'winter' weather
frequently occurs in the spring months. Total snowfall for the month of May has ranged
fiom trace amounts to 3 1.9 inches in 1903.'~
Furthermore, periodic or cyclical variations often intempted long-term weather
patterns. The latter disturbances had a particular impact on the way early settlers
.'

perceived climate. Newcomers lacked sufficient information to assess properly whether
conditions were typical, and instead formed their views based on general qualitative
accounts and individual perspectives. As geographer Alwynne Beaudoin points out, when
viewed at this scale. climatic information is very "noisywand consequently, new Alberta
settlers "...lacked a realistic appreciation of the climate and environment of the landscape
they transformed."16
Southern Alberta's peak years of immigration occurred during such a 'noisy'
period, a series of seasons so wet that newcomers dismissed imgation and dry-farming,
claiming what they really needed was drainage and "wet farming."" Superintendent G E
Sanders of Calgary's E Division noted that the wet years had prompted increasing
numbers of farmers to locate in areas previously considered unsuited for cultivation,

'. Ibid , 5 1; Brierley, "Climate and the Seasonal Cycle of Ranching, Pincher Creek, AIberta,"
No. 4 .dlbertan Geographer (1967-68):40.
13.

Daily Climatological Data, 4, 16.

Brieriey, "Climate and the Seasonal Cycle," 38-10,53.
Is.Dailv Climatological Data, 55.
16. Alwynne B Beaudoin, "What They Saw: The Climatic and Environmental Context for EuroCanadian Settlement in Albert;~"Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring, 1999):2-5.
". High River Times, 11 h e , 1908.
14.
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adding, "It remains to be seen whether their hopes will be realized or not..."" Few
recognized that prevailing conditions were anomalous, merely a fortuitous episode of
above-average precipitation.
Climate and the Ranching Cycle.

Historians have assumed that mild winters, like wet cycles, were anomalies.
However, even in the 1880s, meteorological research verified the "common idea among
stockmen" that the more southern areas around Fort Macleod had more sudden and
noticeable rises in temperature than those to the north at Calgary, and that the frequency
of chinooks varied significantly throughout the region.19 These warm west winds, in fact.
were integral to promoting the Canadian cattle business, as they appeared to alleviate
climatic and economic concerns in one fell swoop. While ample supplies of grass, water
and shelter were crucial for grazing large herds, these qualities were often insufficient in
northern regions of Canada and the United States where extensive winter feeding was
necessary. Given the substantial initial capital required to begin ranching, investors were
wary of Alberta until it was reported that the region had the additional benefit of regularly
occurring chinook winds which allowed cattle to graze safely year-round.20
The ranching cycle which evolved over time did so partly in response to the
"dictates of climate," as ranchen developed systems of range management which best
suited individual requirements, scales of operation, and regional climatic variations." Most
ranchers controlled calving by the late 1880s, with the better ranches implementing this
practice as early as 1882. Generally calving was planned for late spring, the hope being

Canada, Sessional Papers. No-28, NWMP 1903 Annual Report (Ottawa: Maclean, Roger &
Co), 36; Beaudoin. "What They Saw," 1; David J Sauchyn and Alwynne B Beaudoin, "Recent
Environmental Change in the Southwestern Canadian Plains," Vol. 12,No. 4., The C m d i a n Geographer
(1998):3 39; Den Otter, "Adapting the Environmen~"18 1-82.
19. C C McCaul 1881 meteorological assessment, cited in John S Marsh, "Early Reference to the
Chinook," No 5 Albertan Geographer (196849):63.
? See, for example, Sem*onalPapers, NWMP Annual Report, (1889), 47; Dawson, in Thomas,
et al., Prairie West to 1905,230,
Brierley, "Climate and the Seasonal Cycle," 40.
la.

that the last winter storms would have passed. However, even before controlled calving
was in place, ranchers kept calves within close proximity to facilitate feeding if severe
weather occurred. In late May or early June, cattle were rounded up from their winter
ranges and counted, calves were branded, selected stock were auctioned for sale, and the
remaining cattle were then turned out for summer grazing. As soon as the soil was suitable
for cultivation, ranchers began sowing fodder crops. The first hay crop was cut in June
and a second in August or September. In the fall, ranchers again rounded up their cattle,
cut out any animals to be sold, and, if necessary, branded additional stock. Weak cows and
calves were kept close to the ranch and the remaining herd driven to their wintering
ranges."
However, adjusting to the dictates of a climate as remarkably diverse and variable
as southern Alberta's was rarely simple or straightforward. Sudden, violent fluctuations in
precipitation, wind and temperature have so varied weather patterns over time and space
that, although ranch work followed a seasonal pattern, the weather could be quite
'unseasonable.' A principal contributor to southern Alberta's variable climate is the
chinook. This phenomenon has significantly affected weather patterns over time, and
where chinook winds occur more frequently, mean winter temperatures are higher than
those normally associated with the region's climatic classification. Although regional
chinook activity varies, on average, chinooks fail to appear in only one year in ten.*
A number of features characterize a chinook. During the winter months, the

prevailing wind suddenly shifts to a strong, warm and drying westerly. Wind speed is high,
around thirty to forty miles per hour, and wind force is intense, occasionally reaching
hurricane proportions. A chinook wind dramatically alters existing winter conditions,

quickly increasing temperature, decreasing humidity, and diminishing snow accumulations.
Temperature increases of twenty to thirty degrees in a day are common, though the

22. Brierley, Ibib., 5213;David Finch, Bor U Oral History Project, Parks Canada, 1992-93,
(High River: Museum of the Highwood), i n t e ~ e w s7: 1, 15:1,16: 1.25: 1; McEachran, "Impressionsof
Pioneers," 8-10; Cross, "The Roundup of 1887," 26.
". R W.Longley, "The Frequency of Chinooks in Alberta," No, 3, AIbertm Geographer (196667):20; Brierley, "Climate and the Seasonal Cycle of Ranching," 38-39.

increase can be as rapid as forty-two degrees in an hour. The amount of snow melted also
varies, from mere inches to two feet in twenty-four hours, and often, the chinook wind not
only dissipates the snow but dries the ground entirely.24
Since a strong chinook wind melts snow so efficiently, it enables cattle to graze on
grass rather than rely on winter feed. Thus, this distinctive climatic feature became an
integral component of ranch practices and a key economic factor in the cattle business.
More often than not, incorporating the chinook into ranch practices prevented excessive
herd losses, lowered operational expenditures for winter feeding, and staved off crippling
debt loads. Moreover, the 'chinook factor' continued to be important long after the early
period. Although by 1945 all cattle in most areas were fed for some portion of the winter,
it still remained the "general rule" to take advantage of the chinook and allow herds to
graze as much as pos~ible.~
While the vagaries of climate necessitated some provision of supplemental feed,

grass was "the foundation" of every success~llivestock program, since ". ..well cared for
grass will develop fat, big cows, with a strong constitution to withstand the rigors of

inter."'^ Consequently, drought, like winter blizzards, had a profound affect on
ranching. Whether ranchers cut hay and cultivated grains on ranch property, or contracted
with farmers for their supplies of winter feed, lack of rainfall ruined grain, forage and hay
crops with equal impunity. Diminished or failed crops in turn, directly affected the amount
of emergency feed in store for severe winter weather. However, aridity not only affected
forage crops, it also prevented pasture growth and diminished the quality of grass on
grazing lands. When severe winter followed a summer of drought, the results could be

'4. Longley, Ibid., 20; Brierley, Ibid., 40;H
.J. Hargrave, "The Chinook as a Factor in the
Ranching Business," Vol. 1. No.4, Canadian Cattlemen (March, 1939): 174. For an example of this rapid
temperature change, see Dailv Cfirnatologicul Data, 14. Fmm 16 Dec to 17 Dec, 1906, daily maximum
rose from 10" F to 40"F,
U. Harpve, Ibid., 162, 174; Brieriey, Ibid., 3843; C W Vrooman, G D Chattaway, and Andrew
Stewart, Cortle Ranching in Western Canada (Ottawa: Department of Agriculture), 19-20.
16. Ray Knight. quoted in William H McIntyre Jr.. "A Brief History of the McIntyre Ranch,"
M4562 (Calgw: Glenbow Archives, ad),26-27.

disastrous."
Although severe weather during the winter months exacted considerable losses in
livestock, when it occurred in the spring the results were equally deadly.28~udgingthat the
worst of winter weather had passed, cattle were turned out to pasture, only to be caught
unprotected against a late spring blizzard. More importantly, since spring also coincided
Recollections
with calving, severe weather during this season was especially ha~ardous.~'
of the 1903 May blizzard, for example, closely mirrored those of the worst winters, its
sudden ferocity etched in the minds of those who experienced it. For years after,
"...families used this storm to reckon time - 'four years after the May storm' or 'the year
before the storm."'M
CZimatzc Data and Hard Winters.

Historians have concentrated almost exclusively on the human and cultural factors
involved in forming geographic ideas, with little interest in documenting the
contemporaneous environmental conditions themselves. Instead, the apparent errors of
past notions are evaluated in terms of a climate which is assumed but not known; "...the
'real' past environment is taken to be unchanging."" Anecdotal material has largely
served as evidence of the abnormal severity of the winters of 1886-87 and 1906-07, and,
although random daily minimum temperatures and maximum snowfalls are cited,
substantial climatic data is lacking. Moreover, the analysis of climatic variables is
frequently unrelated to the ranching cycle. Extreme minimum temperatures are weighted
". Brierley, "Climate and the Seasonal CycIe," 38-10,13;Sessional Papers. NWMP Annual
Reports, (1894), 108.
=. See, H.J.Hargrave, "March Blizzard of 1938," Vol. 1, No. 2., Canadian Cattlemen (Sept,
1938), 68 and "The Chinook as a Factor in Ranching," 162, 174. Asst+ Supt, H-J. Hargrave, Lethbridge
E.uperimental Station, reported that the May storm of 1903 and the March storm of 1938 resulted in
considerable losses of cattle and calves, The latter blizzard registered wind velocities of up to 85 miles an
hour. with the average of 60 miIes per hour for sixty consecutive hours.
B. Brierley, Ibid., 42; T L Shepherd, "Winters, Mild and Not so Mild" Vol. 7, No. 3, Canadian
Cattlemen @ec, 1944):102, 126; Sessional Papers. NWMP Annual Reports, (1891),41, (1899), 103.
.' Milk River Historical Society and Milk River New Horizon's Society, Under Eight Flags: Milk
River and District (Lethbridge: Graphcorn Printers Ltd, 1989), 23.
3'. Lawson and Stockton, "Desert Myth and Climatic Reality," 535.

equally with snowfall, and drought is ignored alt~gether?~
However, the vegetation and terrain of southern Alberta's range country generally
provided enough natural shelters to protect well-fed cattle even during periods of very low
temperatures; the far more critical issue was the depth and duration of snow
accumulations. Yet, cattle could only be wen-nourished if grass andlor feed was in
plentihl supply, hence drought was a significant factor in how well herds survived severe
weather. The apparent abnormal severity of the winters of 1886-87 and 1906-07 cannot be
justified without comparative analysis of relevant climatic variables over time.
Accordingly, the following examines these winters, as well as that of 1919-20 and
compares them to weather records from 1885- 1925. Since prominent ranching historians
have focused on the foothills, only records from the Calgary weather station were used.')
Given the diversity of southern Alberta's climate, conditions in the Calgary district and
surrounding foothills may not reflect conditions elsewhere and the seiected variables do
not comprise all those affecting even this district's weather.
Figure 1 compares the monthly averages of mean daily temperatures of the three
winters with the forty year average. In 1886-87 and L 906-07, temperatures in fall and
spring were average, but were well below the norm for December and January. However,

in February, 1887, temperatures continued to drop substantially while the mean was
slightly above average for February, 1907. In 1919-20, the overall temperatures were
slightly below average, except for February which was slightly above the norm. In terms
of temperature, then, 1886-87 was the coldest. Nevertheless, temperatures in none of the
winters increased to sufficient levels to substantially improve range conditions.

". In Canadian Prairie FVest, Breen states the winter of 1906-07 was "...the worst ever
experienced..." h support of this claim, he provides minimum low ternperat' for December 8, 1906 for
Calgary, Gleichen, Ft Macleod and Medicine HaS Gleichen's January's monthly average and minimum
temperature; and a general minimum temperature for each area in February. In terms of snow depths, he
says improved temperatures in M m h were "...not enough to melt the heavy motvral...*, 145. In
"Adapting to the Frontier," Elofson offers no climatic information to support his argument that
"calamitous" winter weather forced ranchers to become mixed farmers, 32 1-23,
U. Canadian Meteorologicd Service, DaiIy CIimatologicai Data, Calgary, Alberta, 188 1- 1969
(Toronto, 1971).
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Figure I :Monthly Averages of Mean Daily Temperaturesfor the Winters of 1886-188 7.
1906-07. and 19 19-20 Compared to a Forty Year Average fim 1885 to 1925.

Figure 2 compares total monthly snowfall for each winter with the forty year
average. All three winters have recorded snowfalls in various months which are three or

more times the norm. In 1886-87, these record amounts fell in December and January,
while the record month for 1906-07 was April. For these two winters, snowfall in the
remaining months was well below average. In 1919-20, however, record amounts fell in
January, February and April, slightly above average snowfall in November and May and
only December and March with below average amounts. Total snowfall for 1886-87 and

1906-07 was virtually the same, 37.4 and 39.1 inches respectively. By contrast, the total

for 1919-20, 6 1 inches, was substantially higher. More importantly, snow began two
months earlier and continued to fall at fairly regular intervals until later in the spring. Thus,
in terms of total amount and dispersal of snowfalls, 1919-20 surpassed the earlier winters.
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Figure 2: Total Snow Accumt~lationby Month fir the Winters of 1886-87. 1906-07, and
1919-20 Compared to the Monthly Average for the Fory Years From 1885 to 1925.

One of the research objectives was to estimate the amount of snow on the ground
during each winter. However, due to the frequency of chinook winds, the amount of
accumulated snow cannot be determined by merely tallying total snowfalls and requires
the correlation of extreme maximum daily temperatures and wind velocity in the context
of prevailing conditions. Unfortunately, recording wind activity is a recent addition to
meteorological data and does not appear in historic weather records. In the absence of
wind information, it is impossible to clearly identify a chinook and thus, to determine

precisely the extent to which snow depths were reduced.
However, it is possible to infer the presence or absence of a chinook by examining
temperature fluctuations in their context. For all three winters, recorded extreme daily
maximums were occasionally well above freezing yet, even without wind data, little
suggests that these random, brief periods c o n s t i ~ e dh&scale chinooks. In some cases,
daily temperatures gradually increased over a few days and then, decreased to previous
lows, suggesting merely a warm period. In others, although temperatures increased rapidly

from one day to the next, the relatively small differential between the two, the short
duration of the extreme maximums, along with corresponding minimum temperatures
which were below freezing, suggests a mild chinook at best. It is unlikely either type
reduced deep snow accumulations to any beneficial degree.
Using this examination of temperature fluctuations it is possible to estimate snow
accumulation by correlating mean monthly temperatures to the respective snowfall totals.
While it must be emphasized that the conclusions are only estimates, in the case of
January, t 907, the recorded snowfall is remarkably similar to documented contemporary
information, thus lending credence to this process of analysis for the three winters. Total
snowfall for the months of September, October, November, and December of 1906 was

zero, 1.6, 3.4, and 2.5 inches respectively. On January 11, 1907, 2 inches of snow fell, the
first recorded for the month. Assuming that none of the snow which fell from September
1" to January 1I" melted, the total amount of snow on the ground at that point would be

8.8 inches. On January 12, 1907, the Calgary Herald quoted Pat Bums as follows: "Some

people seem to get unduly excited when they see a little snow fall with cattle on the
ranges. While the snow drifted deep in some places, it was only about six inches deep on
the level around Calgary, and the cattle had no difficulty in pawing through that to get at
the grass beneath."
Bums' figure is imprecise, 'only about six inches,' and thus, is not a substitute for
an amount recorded by meteorologists. However, as an individual with a vested interest in
range conditions and as a spokesman for the industry in general, it is reasonable to assume
that Bums' monitored conditions carehlly. Given this assumption, it appears that, by
January 12, 1907 some 2.8 inches of snow which fell had melted. This estimate is hnher
supported by the examination of daily maximum and minimum temperatures from
September to mid-January which indicate various periods of brief chinook activity and/or
mild temperatures until January :1 after which low temperatures prevailed.

It is possible then to estimate snow accumulation for each winter by correlating
mean monthly temperatures to the respective snowfall totals. These variables, shown in
Figures 3, 4, and 5, allow comparisons to be drawn between these winters. For the winter
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of 1886-87, extreme snowfalls and temperatures occurred during the same period from
December to February. Given that the mean monthly temperatures did not rise above 40"
F until May, it is reasonable to assume that the grass remained deeply covered with snow

for most of the winter, perhaps as late as April.
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Figure 3: Graph Showing the Relationship Between Mean Mon~hlyTemperatures and

Total Snowfall for the Winter of 1886-87.

Mean monthly temperatures for the winter of 1906-07 closely approximated those
of 1886-87, except for February. Even though February's mean was considerably higher
than that in 86-87, temperatures were still well below freezing. However, total snowfall
until that point was only 11.5 inches, less than half the 86-87 total for the corresponding

months, and well below the forty-year average. The heaviest snowfalls were recorded in
March and April 1907 but, by this time, temperatures were on the rise, suggesting that
some of the snow would have melted. In any event, until March, snow depth at maximum
was not extraordinary.

Winter of 1906-07
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Figrrre 4: Graph Showing the Relationship Between Mean MonthIy Temperatures and
Total Snowfall for the Winter of 1906-07.

During the winter of 19 19-20, significant accumulations of snow were recorded

for November, January, February and April. Although the temperatures during this winter
were not unseasonably cold, the mean daily temperature did not rise above freezing until
well into May. It may be assumed that, during this winter as well, most of the snow
which fell stayed on the ground. By comparing the estimated snow accumulation for the

three years, grass would have been more deeply covered throughout 1919-20 than either
of the preceding winters. Observations from George Lane, one of Alberta's principal
cattlemen and industry spokesmen, regarding range conditions lends support to this
conclusion. On April 15, 1920, Lane told the High Rber Times, "There is more snow in
Alberta now than I have seen at this time of year in 35 years. The cattle cannot get out on
the range to feed, and our supply of feed is getting very low."

Winter of 1919-20
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Figure 5: Graph Showing the Relationship Between Mean Monthly Temperatures and
Total Snowfall for the Winter of 1919-20.

Figure 6 depicts the total rainfall for the five-month period from May to
September for each of the three years, as well as the forty-year average. Although total
recorded precipitation for this period was above average for 1906, it was well below in
1886" and 1919. Drought in the spring and summer was the greatest threat to crops, yet

too much rain in the later months also affected the quantity and quality of the harvest.

The scant amount of rain during May, June and July of 1919 would have severely
restricted plant growth, while above average rainfall in August would have made it
difficult to cut whatever hay that might be growing. Based on recent quarternary
research, scholars have concluded that "...the severe droughts of 1918, 19 19 and 1922
[which] impacted southwestern Alberta more strongly than the droughts of the 1930s.""

". John H. Warkentin, "Western Canada in 1886," in Michael Horn, et al, eds., Studies in
Conadian Social History (Toronto: McCIelland and Stewart Ltd., 197J), 27-63,notes that the drought in
1886 w a s the first to affiect the Territories after the settiers began to occupy land along the CPR line.
GIen M MacDonald and RosIyn A Case, "BioIogical evidence of rndtipIe temporal and spatid
scales of hydrological variation in the western interior of Canada," Vol. 67 QuarternaryInternational:
The Journal of the International Unionfor QuarternaryResearch (2000):1 13.
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Figtrre 6: Graph Showing Total Monthly Rainfall for Summers Preceding the Winters of
1886-87. 1906-0 7. and 191 9-20 Compared to the 40-year Average from 1885 to 1925.

In summary, the climatic data contravenes the fixed idea that winters were
regularly severe, that 1906-07 was the 'worst' winter, and that winter weather was the
only climatic hazard. The forty-year averages of temperature and snowfall demonstrate
that winter conditions were generally moderate. Although the 'killing' winter of 1906-07
had overall temperatures which were well below the norm and periods which were frigid,
recorded total snowfall and estimated snow accumulation for this year deviated much less
from the norm than the winter of 1919-20. Evidence fiom other sources establishes that

aridity was ranching's 'other' climatic hazard, and recorded rainfall confirms that drought
preceded the winters of 1886-87 and 1919-20 but that aridity was not a significant factor
in 1906.

If climatic factors are proper criteria for evaluating hard winters, then clearly
1886-87 and 1919-20 surpassed 1906-07 on all counts. Even if the later event is omitted

and only the two designated 'hard' winters are examined, overall conditions in 1886-87
were much more severe. Given that this winter occurred during the early building stage

of the cattle business, it might be expected to have dampened the interest of cattlemen
and investors already wary of Alberta's northern climate. Yet, the fledgling industry
survived this event and, indeed, the 'golden age' continued for years after. Instead,

historians argue, it was the comparatively less adverse winter of 1906-07 which
destroyed ranching and which proved the unsuitablity of prevailing ranch practices.
Ranching and Fiwd Ideas.

The people of the West, no less than the land itself, have been painted in broad

strokes and neatly arranged according to mutually exclusive categories." Ranchers are
certainly no exception and have been traditionally defined by a less than favorable
comparison to farmers and according to fixed ideas about what separated the two.
Ranchers are said to have placed their herds at great risk by turning cattle out to graze on
the open range year-round, without adequate provisions for additional feed or shelter.
They were poor husbands of their stock and the resources, paying little attention to
in~provingtheir cattle, and even less to improving the land." Yet, a small but persuasive
contingent of scholars maintain that these distinctions have been overblown, senring more
as caricatures of a mythical breed than reflecting the diversity of those engaged in North
American ranching." Most recently, Terry Jordan-Bychkov has argued that the role of
the Texas ranching system has been greatly overstated in the corpus of ranching history.3g
A maxim of this history is that, once the rancher, or ranch hand, got down off his horse

and dirtied his hands with the soil, he had become a farmer. However, many scholars
maintain that traditional lines used to distinguish between ranching and farming degree of specialization, acres in crops, or scale - are less important than issues of
relative proportion. The litmus test is not livestock versus crops, or grass versus feed, but
rather, the emphasis given to one over the other long-term.*
M. Limerick Legacy ofConquest, 289-9 1. Limerick says western historians have a "filing
system, a set of conceptual containers" in which they place "unsettling"others.
37. See, for example, Thomas, "Four Foothills Communities~20 who contrasts the small foothills
stock-farmers to the "...familiarstereotype of the North American rancher, with his contempt for
husbandry and his suspicion of the plough." According to Thomas, the foothills "settlers" were not
"...contentsimply to turn their stock loose on the open range to fend for themselves."
.' See, for e.xample, Lewis Atherton, The Cattle Kings, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1961), 159-92,200; Malone, Roeder, and Lang bfontana, 155-57, 16749.
19. Jordon-Bychkov, North American Catfie-Ranching,2088-10.
". Atherton, Cattle Kings,200, refers to standards used by agricultural economists at New
Mexico A and M College. See also, Thomas D Isern, =Farmers,Ranchers, and Stockmen of the Flint

A Iberia Ranch Practices.

Relative proportion distinguished between Alberta ranching and farming all along.
Ample evidence From diverse sources indicates that, fiom the very early period on,
Alberta reflected the midwestern system, especially as refined by Rocky Mountain

ranching in Montana." Far fiom being ignorant of their environment, well-established
Alberta ranchers recognized the particular vagaries and benefits of the intermontane
climate. As early as 1882, the better ranches controlled seasonal calving and fed weak
cows and calves, and, by the late eighties and early nineties, ranchers provided roofed
sheds to protect cattle from the wind during winter feeding." More importantly,
supplemental feeding, irrigation, and growing feed crops, practices traditionally only
associated with farming, appeared long before the disastrous 'lesson' in 1906-07.
Some of the early cattle companies cut hay for winter feed, and, by the early
nineties, haying was an essential activity on corporate and independent ranches, whether
large or small scale.') As early as 1894, annual NWMP repons included haying as a
common ranch practice? Newcomers to Alberta often found farming to be a 'hand-tomouth' existence, and commonly augmented their income by haying, hauling feed and
other related activities on local ranches. These earnings enabled farmers to prove up their
homesteads and, even after securing their claims, many relied on hay contracts to get
them through another year.'s Large operators, both corporate and independent,
Hills." Vol. XVI. No. 3, The FVestern Historical Quarter@ (July, 1985):261-64.
'I. See, for example, McEachran, "Impressionsof Pioneers," 6-1 1; Warkentin, "Western
Canaa"57; Jordan-Bychkov, North American Cattle-Ranching, 226927,298-307; Evans, 'Tenderfoot to
Rider," 6 1-80. Elofson, "Adapting to the Frontier," 322, also delineates a Montana influence. However, he
argues the adoption of better midwestern methods was a new developmental stage, made necessary by the
disastrous consequences of the winter of 1906-07.
". Bar U Oral History, IS: 1, 16:1,25:1; KelIy, The Range Men, 175, 228,252; Henry Sharples
Ranching Papers, MI25 (Calgary: Glenbow Archives), Ranche Statement, 3 1 Dec, 189 1 includes 80x40 ft
cattle shed. weaning, f d i n g and hay corrals, and haying equipment.
". See, for e.uample, Kelly, The Range Men, 21 1 notes that the Bar U Ranch, one of the fim four
corporate cattle companies, had cut hay almost from its inception and within a few years was wintering
both calves and weak co~vs.See also John Craig, Ranching with Lord! and Commons (Toronto: William
Briggs, 1903), 32.
". Sessional Papers. NWMP Annual Reports, (18941, 152, (1896), 128.
*. See, for e.uample, Prairie Grass, 47,437,446,48344;Our Foothills, 140,272; CayIey
Women's ht.ihlte History Committee, Under the ChinookArch: A History of Cyley and Surrounding

expanded their holdings in order to increase their haying operations. H M Hatfield, for
example, purchased an additional 6800 acres for his ranch near Kootenai River in 1892,
and in August and September of the following year netted over four hundred tons of
stacked hay to feed his cattle.*
After immigrating to Fort Macleod in 1894, aspiring rancher, Claude Gardiner,
provided a concise description of haying practices in a series of letters to his parents in
England. The cattle thrived on the abundant grass, he explained, and cost little to feed.
However, since winters could be "very cold and severe," the policy was to feed hay to
the calves after weaning and any thin cows as well, making haying a necessity during the
summer months. Gardiner joined with neighbors going to various nearby ranches to start
the haying season, noting in July, 1894, "We are very busy haymaking now." After
explaining the basics of ranching to his parents, he summed up by adding, "So you
understand that a rancher's business is to build his corrals and put up his hay and feed his
calves in inter."^'
Duncan McEachran, Chief Veterinary Inspector for Canada from 1884 to 1902,
first inspected the Alberta ranch country in the early 1880s.'' He observed that, on all the
well-conducted operations, hay was put up in the amount commensurate with the size of
the herd and fed to the stock from corrals built near the ranch. In addition to the usual
implements associated with ranching -branding irons, wagons, and saddles - mowing
machines and hay rakes were standard pieces of equipment.4gCattle in poor condition,

.-I
reas (Cayley Women's Institute, 1967), 279-80.303.
j4.

H M Hatfield, Diaries, MJ80 (Calgary: Glenbow Archives), Aug, Sept, 1893. See also, Prairie

Grass, 47,describes practices of pioneer rancher Fred Godsal, a founding member and vice-president of

the Western Stock Growers' Association. In 1882, Godsal began ranching extensively on a 40,000 acre
lease near Pincher Creek After the following hard winter. realizing the need for greater (emphasis mine)
winter feed supplies, as well as seasonal control over calving, Godsal began modifying his methods
accordingly. Voluminous entries in I d histories indicate the prevalence of early haying by ranchers.
See. for esampte, Our Foothills, 102-03, 154; Prairie G r m , 437,483,817; ChinookArch, 29, 158,27980.

". Claude Gardiner, Letterspom an English Rancher, Ed, Hugh A Dempsey (Calgaxy: Glenbow
Alberta Institute, 1988), 16,20.
.' In addition to his government post, McEachran held various prominent positions with the
Cochrane and Walrond ranches.
-. McEachran, "Impressions,"7-8.

young cows, weaned calves, and, ifnecessary, domestic bred, pedigreed bulls were kept
close to the ranch in order to provide easy access for their care and feeding during winter
storms. He argued that feeding on a larger scale was impractical, too costly, and illadvised. Stock that were hand-fed became like domestic, barn-fed cattle, easily agitated
and unable to mstle for themselves.%

In the late eighties and early nineties, hay yields were increased through various
irrigation methods, From flooding hay meadows to building more substantial systems."
Corporate companies and large independents were the first to irrigate. Some land on the
Cochrane Ranch, for example, was imgated in 1884 while under the management of W D
Kerfoot, a Virginian with considerable experience on the Montana range. Irrigation
schemes on independently-owned ranches were built slightly later, but were often more
extensive. M e r ranching in Missoula, Montana, Irishman Johnny Quirk established the Q
Ranch on the north fork of Sheep Creek in 1882, where he ran two thousand head of
cattle on twelve thousand acres of deeded and leased land. One of the first to inigate in
the area, Quirk constructed an extensive layout of ditches over a large area. Utah native
Sam Howe also improved his Sheep Creek ranch, adding a substantial irrigation ditch and
other upgrades to his operation.52

The imgation schemes of small operators reflected the size of their operations and
financial resources. Flooding hay meadows were often preferred because these simpler
affairs were less costly to construct and maintain. Millanrille rancher Alfred Newson,
began flooding hay meadows in 1891 to increase yields for his small herd before
graduating to more substantial systems, including a dam, in 1894." George Lane applied

M.

Ibid. 8.

''. See,for euarnpte, E H M a w 1 1 Fonds,M8701 and M828 (Calgary:Glenbow Archives)
describing irrigation on the Maunsell ranch. A member of the 1874 NWMf expedition to Aiberta,
Maunsell was a prominent rancher fiom 1879 to his death in 1923. Early newspaper articles commonly
referred to ranch irrigation. For newspaper articles see, for e.xampIe, ~bfucleodGarette, 14 Apr. 1883; 14
May, 1883;9 Nov, 1886; 19 Jan, 1894.
". Our Foothills, 137, 196.
53.Ibid, 102-03,140, 183. See also, Morton, Prairie Sefrlemenf,113. Notes several irrigation
projects established by ranchers in the late 1890s for growing oats, hay, timothy and brome grass for
winter f d .

his considerable midwestern experience on all his holdings, beginning with his first ranch
on Willow Creek. After purchasing the Flying E in 1892, Lane dug ditches to inigate
fields for forage crops where he planted some of the first alfalfa in southern Alberta.
Within a few years, he expanded the operation, increased the cultivated acreage, and
added oats, rye and barley for the sole purpose of feeding cattle."
Although hay formed the largest portion of winter feed, ranchers were also
growing oats, timothy, and brome grass on inigated land in the 1890s. Cultivated grains
were more prevalent after 1908, yet, as early as 1882, the Stewart Ranch, one of the first
to raise tame grasses and forage crops on its 50,000 acre lease, threshed 4000 bushels of
oats for its herd of cattle." By 1886 a few Lethbridge ranchers were seeding feed grain in
the bottoms, and A E Cross cultivated a portion of the A 7 Ranch at Mosquito Creek in
the same year. In the Calgary district, William Roper Hull's 1895 irrigation system at Fish
Creek was the largest private enterprise in the country, with three hundred acres under
irrigation. The principal crop of green feed went to his stock wintered at this location.'
Given the virtual absence of ranch records, the scope of regional practices cannot
be precisely documented. Certainly sufficient evidence demonstrates that the stereotypic
Texas style did not dominate the Alberta ranch country. Rather, the hallmarks of the
midwestern system were clear from the beginning. In particular, providing hay was
common practice by the early 1890s and other forage crops appeared before the turn of
the century. However, even ranching's detractors acknowledge that some degree of
The crux of the argument then is
winter feeding preceded the killing winter of 1906-07.~~
not so much that no ranchers winter fed but that none provided enough to protect their

Elizabeth Sexsmith Lane, "A Brief Sketch of Memories of My Family," M652 (Calgary:
Glenbow Archives), 12-13: William Sexsmith, "'Pioneer,' The Story of a Ranch and Its People" M6088
(Calgary: Glenbow Archives, n-d,), 25.
''.Harry A. Tam, "Survey of Historic Ranches," M3801 (Calgary: Glenbow Archives), 148. See
also, Morton, Proirie Settlement, 113; Warkentin, "Western Canadan 52: Gardiner, Letters, 16,4243,
47-48.
%. H C Klassen, "Entrepreneurship in the Canadian W
est:The Enterprise of A E Cross, 18861920." Vol. 22, No. 3, IVestem Historical Quarterly (August 199 1):3 17; Sessional Papers, NWMP
Annual Reports, (1896), 134.

? See, for e.xample, Elofsoh "Not Just a Cowboy;" 206-09.

herds during severe weather. Since it assumed that winters were regularly severe and that
weather was the sole cause of winter herd losses, assessments remain tied to simple
equations regarding risk, prevention and loss.

Fixed Ideas about H w d and Risk
Herd losses have been the key element in the way historians have evaluated
climate and ranching, and appear to make the prima facie case that winters were hard and
ranchers were irresponsible. The winter of 1906-07 has become not only the standard for
measuring climatic verities but the watershed which converted negligent ranchers into
attentive stock farmers. More precisely, this winter is seen as the vehicle which
transformed the face of the cattle business from large, corporate enterprises into small,
stock-farming operations. Historians highlight the enormous losses experienced by large
cattle companies, such as the Bar U,the Turkey Track, the Glengarry, and the Circle, and
elide over the heavy losses of smaller operations."
The notion that small is better has a long tradition. For the settlement planners,
scale was the means of distinguishing between ranching and farming, as well as serving as

a barometer of waste versus good husbandry. The 1888 Dominion Gziide to Settlers
claimed that ranching did not make the most profitable use of the land and "...must
gradually give way to mixed farming on a smaller scale."sg Some twenty years later, Live
Stock Commissioner, I G Rutherford concluded that "...the free, easy and somewhat
wastehl methods of the rancher are gradually giving place to those of the farmer and
feeder" who, by operating on smaller tracts of land and using fences and buildings, "...can
keep his cattle under constant observation and control, with the result that loss is reduced
to a
Aside from the pragmatic claims that small-scale operations were more efficient,
had fewer stock losses, and experienced more financial returns, they also represented the

".

See, for e.wple, Dempsey, GoidenAge, 14739; Elofwn "Adapting to the Frontier", 321.

"Alberta.,"Guide to Settlers, January, 59,
6Q. Rutherford, Cattle Trade, 7.
59.

agrarian ideal: the family farmer, a man of modest means, who merely aimed to make a
decent living. By contrast, ranching meant large, corporate cattle businesses which
wagered their livestock for the sake of high profits. Thus, smaller producers were
preferred for what they were not -the antithesis of big business, big money, big risks.61
This theme percolated throughout the contemporary coverage of the winter of
1906-07. Those who neglected to put up hay experienced the greatest losses and,

implicitly or explicitly, these were the large ranchers. During January and February, 1907,
the Calgary Herald reported that, in Claresholm, where the "transition from ranching to
fanning is complete," farmers were going to great lengths to save starving range cattle:
"The feeling is very strong here against the ranchers for allowing their cattle to suffer."
Two small stockmen operating in the "fertile agricultural district" of Springbank called

for legislation to compel ranchers to take precautionary measures, and denounced
ranchers in the Brooks district where "...probably thousands, of cattle are lying dead on
the prairie...", the direct result of "disgraceful" neglect and "criminal carelessness." In
their own vicinity, they claimed that "...evidences of humanity were seen on every hand,
all the ranchers having stacks of feed, and were feeding their animals during the cold

snap." The stockmen added that "actual factsn should be made public so that newcomers
will understand that ranchers are "...responsible for this loss...and the country itself is not
to blame.lT6'

Response to N'liral Harard and Risk.
The didacticism of the agrarian discourse flowed naturally From the notion that
farming was safer and more productive than ranching. While admonishments to errant
ranchers were common devices used to alter behavior, rhetoric was window-dressing to
legislated changes in public policies. Modifications to the lease system were the principal
focus but, other legal sanctions such as the introduction of herd laws were seen to be
necessary to fashion a more appropriate relationship between the larger farming

Breen, Canadian Prairie West, 137, 166.
". Caigary Daily Herald, Jan 9 and Feb 4, 1907.

6'.

population and the dwindling ranching sector. Agrarianists believed that progressive
agricultural methods allowed f m e r s to enhance the environment's potential and to
control its hazards as well?
The notion that, through proper planning and precautionary behavior, people can
protect themselves from natural hazards had a distinguished pedigree, well-established
before the 'progressive' twentieth. However, the overwhelming results of research on the
way modem and traditional peoples respond to a wide assortment of natural hazards,
such as tornadoes, flooding, and drought, undermine fundamental assumptions about the
connection between perceptions of hazard and changes in behavior." In essence the
thinking has been that periods of severe weatheP5 necessarily do, or should, result in

concrete changes in behavior which either mitigate or protect against the effects of
climatic hazard.
Implicit in this one-to-one correlation is the presumption that a category of proper
responses to any given hazard exists. This category of correct responses, in turn, sets the
standards by which behavior is evaluated as either risky or precautionary. Although
various things come into play, the root idea is that the desire to be protected against
potential harm supercedes economic, social, or cultural factors. The assumption of a
direct connection between the natural event and human response implies that people
perceive hazard and risk in standard, if not universal, ways. Thus, the fixed idea is that a
simple, straightforward connection exists between perceiving and avoiding risk,
prevention and loss, and proper and improper behavior. Yet both modem and historic
studies reveal that the interplay between the environmental and human elements is far

High River Times, 2 1 May, 1 1-25,June, 30 M y 1908.
u.Michael F. Bunce, "The Agricultural Depression in South Yorkshire and North
Nottinghamshire, 1875 to 1900: Climatic Hazard and Price competition," Vol. XVI, No. 4, Canadian
Geographer (Winter, 1972):323-37; James K. Mitchell, ''Hazard Perception Studies: Convergent
Concerns and Divergent Approaches During the Past Decade," in Thomas F Saarinen, David Seamon,
and James L Sell, eds., Eintironntental Perception and Behavior: An Inventory and Prospect (Chicago:
Dept of Geography, U of Chicago, I984):33-59; Risa I. Palm, "Public Response to Earthquake Hazard
Information," Vol. 7 1, No. 3, Annals of the Association of American Geographers (September,
198 1):389-99.
". Of the five modem hazards most frctquently studied, four are climatic: hurricanes, tomadoes,
flooding, and drought The only non~limatichazard is earthquakes.
63.

more
Geographer Michael Bunce's reassessment of the causes of the British
agricultural depression from 1875 to 1900 is particularly relevant. In his study, Bunce
compared the conclusions of a 1882 Royal Commission, based primarily on the
voluminous testimony of local fanners, to climatic data and actual changes in land use.
Although the Commission concluded that bad weather and price competition were
equally responsible for the depression and resulting changes to f m practices, little
statistical evidence on weather conditions was produced during the lengthy proceedings.
Bunce's own examination of weather, economic conditions, and agricultural practices
revealed that, while Brmers blamed the bad weather, its effects "...were considerably less
far-reaching than the prolonged collapse of the market for domestic grain."" Moreover,
during the period when climatic conditions were most adverse, no significant changes in
farming practices transpired. Rather, the gradual shift to mixed farming occurred in
connection to market changes? On the basis of his and other similar studies, Bunce
concluded: "People tend not to change their socio-economic systems as the result of
periodic hazard, unless that hazard occurs frequently and can be predicted with 'positive
certainty."' Studies of certain agricultural populations reveal that farmen' adjustments to
drought "...rarely involve changing crop variety, cultivation practices, and so on."69
Too frequently, conventional assessments of the causes of ranching's decline have
followed similar single-element explanations about the impact of winter hazard. In
particular, the singular effect of the winter of 1906-07 is said to have permanently and
drastically altered a socio-economic system. Historians have understood the environment
to be harsh, even though chinooks were the rule and not the exception. They have
concluded that, in order to protect herds against severe winters, it was necessary to store
sufficient feed for all stock each year, even if this constituted an undue economic burden

Mitchell, "Hazard Perceptions," 51-54; Palm,"Public Responses," 392.
67. Bunce, "Agricultural Depressio~"
3 3 5.
68. Ibid., 323-21,335135.
". Ibid., 3 3 3. Similar conclusions concerning behavior changes were reached by Palm, "Public
Responses," 391-92,397,399, and Mitchell, "Hazard Perceptions," 5255,57-59.
";6.

to ranchers. Historians have therefore concluded that the degree to which ranchers
attempted to control expenditures by relying on grazing indicates a willingness to risk the
health and safety of their cattle for the sake of monetary considerations. Little of this, as
it turns out, reflects the complexity of the problem.

Hard Winters and Herd Losses.
Estimated winter herd losses appear to confirm the fixed ideas. According to
historians, early ranchers failed to provide winter feed, and thus experienced great herd
losses in 1886-87.'' Somewhat wiser in 1906, more ranchers had begun supplemental
feeding, yet heavy losses indicate that most still depended too heavily upon chi nook^.'^
Since ranchers are said to have adopted the more sound approach of winter feeding small
herds in enclosed areas after 1907, severe weather and herd losses are assumed to have
been irrelevant after this point. However, the assumption that ranchers could have
prevented excessive losses by reducing their herds and storing feed every year
oversimplifies a complex issue. The extent to which ranchers were prepared for severe
winters and were able to mitigate winter losses always depended upon favorable range

and cattle conditions prior to the onset of adverse weather. While Alberta's variable
climate posed a major hazard, fluctuating conditions in other areas also affected the loss
of livestock for all stockmen, with smaller operators being no less susceptible to risk than

large ranchers.
Clearly drought had a direct impact on winter herd losses by reducing feed
supplies as well as the amount of grass available to properly fatten and protect cattle
during severe weather. In the three winters under study, drought was most significant in
1919-20. Cattle went into the winter in less than prime condition, hay crops were short,

". Various sources provide estimates of herd tosses in 1886-87 ranging from twenty-five percent
in Calgary and Pincher Creek to fifty percent in Medicine Hat and as high as seventy-five percent over dl.
For accounts of this winter and estimates of losses see, for example, Kelly, The Range Men, 199-203; John
D H i g i n b o w laen the West war Young, 196-97; Dempsey, GoldenAge, 45,6062,78; Dan E Riley,
"I Remember", 9; Ings, Before the Fences, 67; ChinookArch, 10.
". Various sources provide estimates of herd losses for L906-07ranging from twenty-five percent
at Pincher Creek, fifty near Lethbridge, sixty at CaIgary, and fifty pet cent over all. See, for example,
Rutherford, Cottie Trade, 8; Kelly, Ibid., 376-81; Dempsey,Ibid, 14449; Chinook Arch, 10-1 1.

or did not materialize, causing greatly reduced feed supplies for farmers and ranchen
alike. Hay quickly disappeared as severe weather began early and stayed until May.
Continuing snow falls and blowing winds created great drifts of snow around what few
stacks there were, making them inacces~ible.~
Prairie fires replicated the impact of drought in every way. From 1893 to 1908,
six uncontrolled firesn and numerous smaller ones which destroyed grasslands and
stacked hay elicited the same refrain from the Calgary police: "...the immediate loss is
nothing compared to what may result if the winter is hard." In 1894, Supt Z T Wood
reported that, due to extensive fires, some cattle were in poor condition to withstand a
severe winter. To make matters worse, "Large quantities of hay, which had been stacked
preparatory to being hauled to the different ranches, were burnt, so the ranchmen are not

in a position to feed their stock should a heavy snowfall and subsequent cold weather
render feeding nece~sary."~~
Uncontrolled fires in the fall of 1905 combined with less
extensive ones in 1906 contributed to a general scarcity of feed prior to the winter of
1906-07.~~
Obviously, less hardy or unhealthy cattle were more at risk when conditions were
severe. Eastern-bred cattle, accustomed to barns and hand-feeding during winter, and
southern breeds, adapted for warmer climates, died at proportionally higher rates than
western-bred stock during the winter of 1906-07." Epidemic mange also increased herd
losses during this winter? A E Cross concluded that his losses, amounting to some
n. The winter of 19 19-20 appean in numerous recollections. See, for e.xample, Ingr Ibid., 72.
108; Our Foothills, 95, 1-49-50;Prairie Gross, 76-78,7 18-2 1: Big Hill, 458,586; ChinookA d , 223.

n. Annual NWMP

repow noted extensive fires in 1893. 1896, 190 1, 1902, 1903, and 1905.

'! Sessional Papers, NWMP Annual Report, (1895), 152.
". Calgary Dailv Herald, Jan LO, 1907. Teddy and Clem Gardner's losses were typical of many.
Foothills Historical Society, VoL II. Chaps and Chinook: A History West of Calgary, 1900-1945,
(Calgary: Foothills Historical Society, 1976),590. After their winter range and hay stacks were destroyed
by fire, the brothers spent the winter of 1907 hauling bought hay in a desperate attempt to save their herd
of five hundred cattle; only two hundred head survived.
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from southern Alberta and Saskatchewanwas a source of great distress among cattlemen for over a year

$25,000, had been so high because his mange-infected cattle "...went into the winter in a
bad state and the hard winter completed the destruction."" According to another
contemporary, William McIntyre Jr, "...mange was a greater factor in the winter [1906071 death toll than was the cold, severe winter."79

During this winter, small-scale ranchers who kept their herds in holding pastures,
regularly hauled hay to their cattle, or even wintered their herds with farmers, lost from
sixty to ninety-five percent of their livest~ck.'~
The rate of attrition for many
homesteaders, like the J C Buckley family, was only slightly better, From fifty to seventythree percent. The Buckleys settled just north of Gleichen in April 1906 and, acting on
the advise of locals, put off finishing the house in order to concentrate on haying. AAer
seeding, they spent the rest of the summer harvesting hay and building corrals and fences
for their herd of forty cattle. By the spring of 1907, only twenty head of cattle had
suwived.''

It may be argued that the losses of smaller ranchers and farmers cannot be
compared to the enormous numbers of livestock lost to large operations; certainly the
raw numbers are less offensive. And, indeed, unless the losses are related to original herd
sizes, accurate comparisons cannot be made. Udortunately, most historical assessments
have been based on aggregate numbers of attrition. For example, after the winter of
1906-07, the Turkey Track is said to have lost 18,000 head of cattle, some 15,000 for the

Bar U Ranch, over 5,000 for the Walrond and so on.= Appalling as these numbers may
be, unless presented in proportion to the entire herd, or holdings of an operator, little can
be legitimately argued on the basis of scale.

before finally partially lifted in October, 1920.
". A E Cross, address to annual meting of the National Livestock Association, Sept 1908, cited
in Kelly, Range Men, 41-42,
". McIntyre. "A Brief History of the McIntyre Ranch," 19. noted that the government's removal
of mandatory dipping for mange had substantially increased the spread of the disease. See also, Calsary
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Hard Winters and Financial Losses.
According to the agrarian discourse, small f m e r s could reap financial rewards
while, at the same time, ensuring that each of the animals under their care was safe fiom
harm. By emulating this example, modem cattlemen might not attain the wealth of some
of their predecessors but, the improved welfare of their smaller herds would more than
compensate for lesser riches. Financial losses other than those deriving from actual loss of
livestock were irrelevant to the relationship between climate, ranch practices, and risk.
However, regardless of the scale of operation, ranching was a business for profit. While
the initial investment and anticipated returns differed substantially between small and
large cattlemen, the expected profit margin was proportionately the same.
Herd losses, however, had a disproportionate effect in relation to scale, since
larger operators were better equipped to absorb financial losses in general than smaller
ranchers. While it took years for larger ranchers to recover financially after the winter of
1906-07, the impact on smaller ranchers was immediate; many were bankrupt." Larger

cattlemen clearly sought to minimize losses yet, like businessmen elsewhere, they
accepted some degree of loss as part of doing business. A good winter did not mean all
stock survived but rather, there were "...no losses, except the ordinary ones, that will
always occur in large or small herds."" In fact, ranchers counted on an annual loss of
three to five percent irrespective of climatic conditions and did not consider fifteen to
twenty-five percent during severe weather to be exce~sive.'~
Cattlemen who had been in business continually From 1886 to I920 maintained
that the loss of livestock during even the worst winters was often overshadowed by
financial losses resulting fiom market fluctuations, embargoes, trade restrictions, and
indebtedness? The cost of winter feeding stayed within reasonable bounds given an
average growing season and winter, however, changes in either substantially increased
Se.smith, "'Pioneer'", 54. See also, Evans. "End of the Open Range," 79-80.
=. Sessional Papers, NWMP Annual Report, (1889), 47.
". Calgary Daily Herald, Feb 21, 1907; High River Times, M a y 16, 1907; Lethbridge Herald,
Feb 21, 1907.
86. See, for e.uample, Tom Whitmy, cited in T L Shepherd, "Winters," 102; Ings, Befire the
Fences. 72.

expenditures. Although numerous factors contributed to the rancher's debt load, a
significant amount of borrowed money went to pay for procuring and supplying winter
feed during adverse conditions.
When severe winter weather followed a summer of drought, as it did in 1919-20,
the cost became exorbitant. By the early fall of 1919, ranchers recognized that the severe
hay shortage would be injurious, regardless of winter conditions, and entered into new
hay contracts or increased the amount of existing ones. Some chose to cut their losses at
the start, selling virtually all of their cattle in September, while others relocated entire
herds to winter in other Alberta districts or in the western states. The already grave
situation was worsened when the early arrival of severe weather necessitated feeding to
begin early as well. Although hay rationing was implemented, this failed to mitigate the
situation; allocated amounts were too small, if indeed rations were available at all. Hay
had to be shipped in from Ontario, Manitoba and northern Alberta creating enormous
price increases, fiom $30 per ton in November to $60, or more, by March."
The indelible memory of this winter was the realization that it was all in vain.
Relocated herds died in transit, in stockyards and on the new pastures, while local cattle
slowly starved. M e r going in debt for tens of thousands of dollars to keep cattle alive
until spring, the majority of weak cattle died anyway. The more chilling realization was
that the wintered animals had cost more for feed than they were worth on the market.
Even more 'progressive' operations like the McIntyre Ranch, normally well-prepared to
winter feed, exhausted their supplies and paid any price necessary for additional feed.
While their loss of livestock was negligible, the expense of maintaining the animals had
exacted an enormous financial loss. As one veteran rancher ruefiilly noted, "It would
have paid us to have gone out and shot what cattle we had that fall ...No one in the
business has ever quite recovered from that year.n88
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Although actual livestock losses were not as heavy as L886-87 or 1906-07,
veterans in the cattle business rated it as one of Alberta's worst winters, surpassing either
of its more well-known predecessors. The effect of this winter is not without a certain

grim irony. By 1919, stock raising exemplified all the hallmarks of good husbandry.
Ranchers had greatly reduced the size of their herds, and cattle were closely monitored
and fed a nutritive mixture of cultivated grains and grasses. While cattle still grazed for
portions of the winter, supplemental feeding was filly entrenched throughout the
industry. Technological advances had improved the entire process of winter feeding, from
seeding crops to delivering the feed to the cattle. In theory, ranchers and farmers

exhibited a model state of preparedness, having followed all the proper preventative
procedures.
Yet, the agrarian primer had been too focused upon the physical safety of ideal

bucolic herds to recognize the harm that came from indebtedness at the bank and interest
rates of eight percent per annum. Having drawn a straight line between severe winter
weather and herd losses, prevention rested entirely upon being properly prepared for a
single climatic hazard. What constituted 'proper preparation' was nebulous, since

quantifying the amount of winter feed needed to prevent herd losses required that one
could annually predict the degree and duration of severe winter weather. Experts made
do with vague exhortations 'to put up hay.' The issue was immaterial, since the
responsible rancher should err on the side of caution and store copious amounts to last
through even the worst winter. Moreover, he should produce, store, and a n y this
amount year after year of mild winters in order to be ready for the one season the
chinook failed to appear. As long as the livestock were protected, the cost of
preparedness was i n e l e ~ a n t . ~
While agriculturalists dismissed the relevance of the economic burden entailed in

-

m. It shouid be noted that under grazing Iease provisions in force in 1906-07, ranchers wpre
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comprehensive winter feeding, they also overlooked the importance of conditions outside
the conventional winter months. Even though farming in southern Alberta turned on the
issue of aridity, ranching appeared to be untouched by the impact of drought. Much like
planners throughout the North American West, their geographic concepts had been
shaped by prevailing perceptions of environmental hazard and risk. Drought was
farming's climatic hazard; winter weather was ranching's. Although a variety of factors
were used to explain the changing pattern of regional development from a ranching to a
fanning economy, the most popular theories blamed the physical environment. Thus, the
notion that the area's geography determined the social and economic development of a
large and diverse region reduced ...a complex historical reality to a simple truth easily
"

understood and capable of being transmitted fiom person to per~on."~"
Concluding Remarks.

Although ranchers experienced substantial losses in the winters of 1886-87, 190607 and 19 19-20, these losses cannot be attributed solely to lack of knowledge about the

climate nor to poor ranch practices. While some practiced winter feeding fiom the earliest
stage, most continued to turn most of their sock out to graze. As ranchers developed
personal range management systems, they augmented grazing with supplemental feed in
relation to the dictates of the Alberta climate. Despite increased attention to winter
feeding, ranchers were not immune from winter stock losses. Funhermore, climatic
hazard was no respecter of scale. On large and small operations, on ranches and farms,
winter-fed cattle died in dismaying proportions. Although climate was a wonhy
adversary, winter herd losses were not the sole cause of the ranchers' predicament.
While winter herd losses were dramatic and often devastating, financial losses associated
with severe winters could exceed the loss of cattle and could be even more detrimental.
The early notion that the Alberta cattle business was a high-profit, low-risk
venture had been based, in large part, upon the perception of the environment as being
naturally conducive to raising livestock - in particular, the special climatic conditions of

%.
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the region which enabled cattle to graze year-round. This idea not only encouraged early
investors, but was also built into every aspect of raising cattle for profit. Thus, decisions
concerning ranch practices, especially feeding and grazing, were intrinsically bound
within financial parameters, as well as climatic verities. Ranchers realized that risk came

as much from financial hazards as climatic ones. As the following chapter demonstrates,
the problem was how to maintain the delicate balance between the two.

-

Chapter Four Investment and Management Risks in the Gilded Age
The desire for wealth is not a conspicuous topic in Canadian settlement histories
which portray the West as the place where sturdy, conservative, and diligent settlers
wrested a modest living from tilling the soil. As defenders of an agrarian code, these
settlers are said to have strived to build up and maintain a small, family farm and resisted
the allures of profit and expansion. Capital gains, land speculation, and financial risks
belonged to corporations and big businesses associated with extracting western resources,
such as mining and cattle ranching. Yet, as one Canadian frontier historian argues, the
most important idea that attracted settlers to the Canadian West was the desire for to
make money. Newcomers were convinced that the frontier offered "quick wealth." Of the
many money-making schemes on the prairies, land speculation, he says, overshadowed
them all.'
Alongside this traditional narrative, Canadian ranching historians developed
traditions of their own. Set as a counterpoint to agrarian historical conventions, these
historians celebrated the concentrated wealth, size, and power of the corporate cattle
kingdom and its place in the world of industrial giants and high-finance. Nevertheless, this
perspective also emphasized the conservative characteristics, economic stability, and
sound business practices of Canadian ranching, all fostered by a shared British heritage
and ethos.
Canada's plans to develop the West's great potential were shaped as much by
perspectives of businessmen as politicians who balanced possible risk against anticipated
returns.' Indeed, beginning with the acquisition of Rupert's Land and continuing with
legislation which established the Canadian Pacific Railway, Dominion land policy sprang
from the potent, if sometimes uneasy, partnership forged between business and
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g o v e ~ e n tOfficially,
.~
the policy-makers were squarely opposed to speculation, high-risk
ventures, and similar 'unworthy' activities in the Canadian West. The approach to
delineating, dividing, and acquiring property was expected to be a rational exercise.
Unofficially, the profit motive loomed large at all levels.' Promotional material presented
the West as a place in which profit was certain and loss was virtually non-existent, and the

key to this optimistic story was an accommodating environment. Alongside the garden
image, designed to attract large numbers of farming settlers, promotional tracts claimed a
"new Eldorado" existed in the western range country, where profits were sure and risks
were srnalL5
This chapter examines this atmosphere and the attitudes regarding profit and risk
from 1880 to 1907, and focuses especially upon interactions between Eastern investment
and Western management in the cattle business. These interactions were hndamental to
the development and decline of many ranching ventures. Separated by great spatial
distances and even greater conceptual ones, ranch owners and ranch hands often worked
at cross-purposes and the resulting dysfinctional relationship burdened the entire
enterprise with added financial risk.
The more favorable comparison between the British-Canadian ranching frontier
and the American has become the accepted view. Yet, the cattle business was a North
American phenomena with common origins, features and economic goals, and an
extension of a global demand for food. Despite characteristics which distinguished
Canadian ranching from the American experience, differences did not outweigh the
commonalities. The ranching &ontier was "...spurred by a flow of risk capital toward the
West," and British investment fonned the single largest foreign contribution to the early
cattle business in both c~untries.~
The real distinction then was not between Canadian and
American ranching, but rather, between the western cattle business and the established
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industries of the eastern seaboard and the continent.
Alberta cattlemen drew extensively fiom their American counterparts, particularly
the well-established stockmen in Montana with whom they shared a common ecosystem.
Consequently, similar approaches to the environment developed on both sides of the
border. Another equally important environment built around trade and commerce linked
Alberta and Montana, which preceded the formation of the Alberta cattle business.' In its
building stages, Alberta cattlemen imported a large portion of livestock, personnel,
capital, and technical and business information directly from established Montana
stockmen.' ~istoriesof both regions also feature legendary winters, 1886-87 and 190607, which share the dubious honors of being responsible for the demise of ranching in

Montana and Alberta, respectively. Descriptive accounts of each winter's weather and
herd losses bare remarkable similarities and seem to attest to common maladaptive
practices. Yet, in each case, climatic data is slim and actual figures of cattle losses were
never documented. The more accurate commonality is that, although the respective cattle
businesses were well-established and productive at the time of each winter, Montana and
Alberta were experiencing ever-increasing numbers of farming immigrants. Consequently,
each 'killing winter' occurred when both regions were readjusting land policies to
accommodate the needs of a new farm-oriented society.

"Hmv to Get Rich on the plain^".^
From the mid-1 860s to the early 1900s, journalists, publicists and government
officials were very enthusiastic about the Western cattle business. A plethora of tracts and
pamphlets reported on the profit fiom the cattle trade in increasingly glowing and

'. James M. Francis, "Montana Business and Canadian Regionalism in the 1870's and 1880's."
Vol. XI, No.3 ., Western Historical Quarterly (Jdy 1981): 292-97, 300-02. An essential source is Henry
C Klassen, "Shaping the Growth of the Montana Economy: T C Power and Bros and the Canadian Trade.
1869-93." Vol. 11, No. 3, G m t Plains Quarterly (Summer 199 1): 166-80.
!Evans, "Stocking the Canadian Wge" Vol. 26, No. 3, Alberta History (Summer, L978): 1-7,
and "Origin of Ranching in Western Canada," 87-89;Warkentin, "Western Canada in 1886." 57.
'. James S Brisbin, The Beef Bonanza; or, How to Get Rich on the Plains (Philadelphia: J B
Lippincott, 1881).

exaggerated terms. Their central message was beguiling in its simplicity: the natural
bounty of a particular locale -abundant grasses, water, and shelter - combined with an
exceptionally temperate climate made ranching so easy that cattle virtually raised
themselves. Since these natural blessings reduced both the necessity for winter feeding

and the amount of labor needed to oversee the herds, only the most careless businessmen
would have difficulty reaping a handsome profit with a minimal outlay of finds. It was
argued that it was cheaper to count on a small two or three percent loss during winter
months than to feed.''
As enthusiastic as the press coverage was, it could not compare to the

prognostications of the promoter/publicist for sheer inspiration and ingenuity. In these
works, the ubiquitous sections on the environmental advantages sewed as the background
for their most unique feature - statistical financial tables. Prominent Wyoming journalist
Robert Strahorn, one of the first to recognize the utility of statistical information,
showcased financial tables in his 1877 regional handbook. The purpose of the tables was
to demonstrate the immense profits to be realized from raising cattle, a figure Strahon
claimed was commonly twenty-five percent per amurn."
Although Strahorn's presentation was inspiring, his predictions paled beside the
incomparable work by General James S Brisbin, The Beef Bonma. Where Strahorn had
allotted four pages of statistical tables 'proving' the huge profits derived From the cattle
business, the General used fifty-one in his 188 1 publication. During a period not noted for
caution, Brisbin raised profit predictions to a new level, and, within a group of
publications which minimizedor glossed over risk, his work illustrated a complete lack of
restraint by denying risk at all. Indeed, all that was required was to place a few steers on
the open range and, in short order, the owner would become a millionaire. Baron Walter
von Richthofen's Cattle-Raising on the PI&

offered more sophisticated financial tables;

nonetheless, the figures were said to demonstrate that the cattle business was free from
risk except losses *om natural causes. Even these could be calculated to a percentage per
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annum and none arose fiom speculation. As for financial rewards, the Baron claimed that,
in six years, an investment of approximately half a million dollars would return a handsome
profit of 156 percent.l2
Canadians were equally enthused with the stock-raising potential in southern
Alberta, and equally keen to depict the potential for high profit with lists, tables and
numerical calculations. Alexander Begg, arguably one of the most influential promoters of
the Canadian West, was restrained compared to many of the period. Indeed, his skill in the
art of persuasion arose fiom his attention to the issue which most concerned settlers, the
vagaries of climate and weather, and his matter-of-fact presentation was beguiling in its
~implicity.'~
In his assessment of the quality of the cattle business in the Bow River
district, Begg directed the reader through a prosaic accounting of expenses, wages,
equipment, and livestock required for start-up before coming to the seemingly impassive
observation that the rancher could expect a net increase of $9,550 in two-and-a-half years.

In five years, cattle bought at $5,000 would be worth $55,000."
While all the publications proclaimed that, due to the special qualities of the
environment, raising cattle in the West was a high profit, low risk business, early works
did include certain caveats, such as the importance of prudent management, or demurred
that fortunes were not guaranteed for every cattleman. Such cautionary notes, however,
were largely ignored by later publicists whose increasingly unrealistic claims reflected a
greater sense of urgency about developing the West and the need to counter prevalent
perceptions of climate. Aridity, cold, and infertility were considered to be not only false
characterizations, but misleading concepts which had the power to undermine widespread
agricultural settlement.
Despite their inflated claims, most promoters of ranching tacitly assumed that some
losses were simply an inherent feature of raising range cattle; weather and market prices
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were universally recognized as fundamental factors over which cattlemen had little
control. Losses from these sources, therefore, were built into the overall financial
prospectus as line items expected to occur on occasion. The degree to which these factors
were recognized and kept at the fore varied greatly from company to company. It is
accurate to say that greater success and longevity belonged to those enterprises which
focused upon factors of production within their control. Conversely, those companies in
which weather and market conditions were glossed over, or ignored, generally found their
shareholders to be decidedly unhappy with their retums.15

One of the better managed corporate concerns was the Matador Land and Cattle
Company. Incorporated in 1882, this Scottish-owned company raised top-quality cattle on
leases ranging from the Texas panhandie to the Rocky Mountains and the Saskatchewan
grasslands, and continued to sustain substantial revenues and growth until its liquidation in
195 1. Shareholders were kept well-informed by annual reports which consistently noted

that the cattle business "...is conditioned by weather and markets, over which we have no
control - we have to accept these as they come."16 Investors were relieved that the
company's losses during the winter of 1886-87 did not reach the level of so many other
cattle operations. Nonetheless, out of an entire herd of 95,066, the company wrote off
8,500 head as weather losses for the year. Weather losses in general did not cause undue

alarm among the directorate or shareholders, primarily because the company was
established on the hndamental premise that the venture was a long-term proposition.
Consequently, the erratic affects of weather and markets on the yearly balance sheet were
mitigated by the shareholders' confidence in the company's policies overall."
This is not to suggest that shareholders did not voice complaints about declines in
dividends; what is most interesting was their suggestions to improve them. For example, in
the early 1890s when profits dwindled and no dividends were declared, the company

". Atherton, Cattle Kings, 194-2 17; W.M.Pears, The .tfatc~durLand and Carrle Company
(Norman:University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 16.
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and Cattle Company, 1923, cited in, Pearce, The ~Lfutodor,168.
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Ibid., 12-16,35,4243, 112,

secretary in Scotland informed manager Murdo Mackenzie that dissatisfied shareholders
were clamoring for a reduction in American expenses. After the financial picture
improved, these demands decreased and finally, disappeared altogether. This interesting

turn of sentiments caused Mackenzie to later observe: "I noticed long ago that if one
wishes the average shareholder to take an apparent interest in the cattle business, the only
way to achieve this result is to present him with reports showing a large debit balance and
othenvise composed of heartrending accounts of famine, pedilence and drouth."''

Romancing the West.
By the mid-19th century, insufficient financial opportunity at home sent British
capitalists in search of new sources abroad. The untapped resources of the North
American West were especially appealing to Victorian businessmen who saturated a host
of financial ventures, including cattle companies, with British investment. Metropolitan

financial centers of the eastern seaboard also enjoyed a fluny of investment activity.
Tremendous industrial growth, increases in population, exploitation of natural resources
and advances in transportation systems all contributed to a dynamic economy; capital was
more mobile and investors were more willing to take risks than at any previous point in
North American finance.lg
During this period of financial expansion, Canadian, British and American press
releases were 'almost intoxicating' to capitalists who hastened to invest in the western
cattle business. This cosmopolitan group of individuals came from various national and
social backgrounds of titled nobility, landed gentry, financiers and stock-raisers, and held
diverse financial portfolios. In Bm~kersand Cattlemen, historian Gene Gressley
examined the conventional idea that investment in the American cattle business was
particularly speculative and high-risk. In his sample of ninety-three investors mainly
merchants, bankers, financiers and industrialists, most were opposed to 'sitting on one

la.

Ibid., 61.

Evans, "Origin of Ranching," 83-84; Gressley, Bankers and Cattlemen, 12-29.
**. Evans, Ibid., 80,8546; Atherton, Cattle Kings, 1-8,22-24,594819,

stock,' prefemng instead to dabble in oil, railroads, steel, real estate, and cattle. Almost
half retained their cattle stock ten years after purchase, while another twenty percent were
still stockholders after fifteen years. Gressley found little evidence that these individuals
expected higher returns after the initial stage of inflated expectations, nor did they see the
cattle business as a high-risk venture. In fact, they believed their risks paled in comparison
to those of fellow capitalists who had invested in the cotton, copper, or distilleries trusts in
preceding decades. As Gressley notes, cattle investors were speculators to the extent that
any investment in the West was a speculation, "...as investment in underdeveloped regions

always is."2'
Speculation in the North American cattle business more accurately characterized
the phase in its development when a massive influx of Eastern capital pour into the
United States and Canada from 1881 to 1885. As Simon Evans points out, the shortage
of capital in the western Frontier meant high returns for British investors with "idle
capital." This potentially combustible financial atmosphere was mitigated in part by legal
changes regarding limited liability and joint stock companies which made "...it easier and
safer for both landed proprietors and the middle classes to share investment opponunities

with financiers and busines~rnen."~
Since the great majority of investment in both the
American and Canadian cattle business derived From British sources, the tendency of many
Canadian historians to limit conservative corporate philosophies and sound fiscal
management to ranching north of the border becomes more interesting. Simon Evans
argues that, in terms of North American cattle investments, "...British investors expected
immediate returns on their ~apital."~
Historians who have examined British investment From 1880 to 1914 advance the
thesis that Britons held largely romantic notions about Canada generally and the West in
particular. Most saw the Canadian West "...as a wilderness idyll, a land yet untainted by
the crasser aspects of the industrial revolution, a place where golden opportunity
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a~aited."'~
Their perceptions of Canada derived from men's sports magazines, books by
British gentlemen which recounted their forays into the western wilds, and popular British
fiction, which initially served up tales of adventure in the Far North. The challenge of a
demanding physical environment was at the center of stories stocked with explorers,
trappers, HBC men, and the Mounted Police. After the turn of the century, however,
cowboys reigned as the readers' favorite adventurer, whose daring deeds occurred in a
generic Wild West in which the Canadian prairies and the American plains were
indistinguishable. By 1913, the romantic perceptions of the Canadian landscape so
influenced behavior that one British writer derided his fellow countrymen "...who go to
the Canadian North-West with the idea that cattle-ranching consists of riding over the
plains in a red shirt and a Baden-Powell hat, with revolver, a cartridge belt and l a ~ s o . " ~
While Victorian businessmen as a class were shrewd, even cautious, their activities
in Canada demonstrate another side also existed. For British businessmen seeking 'the
romance of Empire' on the Canadian frontier, opportunity meant financial reward and
adventure lay in investment. The British upper-class displayed a voracious appetite for the
'true adventure stories' of writers like William Adolph Baillie-Groham, which facilitated
his efforts to raise capital for many of his "grandiose schemes" in western Canada.26Thus,
the appeal for these apparently cautious businessmen was as romantic and "non-rational"
as that of the juvenile reader of the popular magazine, Boy's Own. When Victorian
businessmen sought investment elsewhere, the lure of success was greater than the fear of
failure. As some argue, British capitalists frequently acted on whim and flimsy information,
and consequently, often lost more than they made.27
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Bigger is Better.
The popular romantic portrayal of ranching obscured the essential point of the
exercise: it was a business which produced, brokered and sold cattle for profit. Alberta
cattle companies, like those elsewhere, were established on the economic principle that
large-scale enterprises resulted in greater returns. Shareholders not only expected

substantial returns from their investments, they also expected the company to be managed
in such a manner that maximized the profit margin.'g
M e r the initial capital investment in livestock, buildings, and equipment, the major
expenditure was the cost of labor. According to the rationale, a small operation, less than
400 head, needed to employ one or two men, while on a large ranch, the ratio was closer

to one man for 1,000 head. In terms of labor, therefore, the cost per head declined as the
number of head increased, and it followed from this view, that the rate of return on a given

ranch investment increased proportionately to the number of livestock carried by the
o p e r a t i ~ n .Consequently,
~
directors and shareholders encouraged expansion while
keeping tight reign on wages, buildings, land and general improvements.
For smaller operations, a tight reign on all expenses was a matter of survival. The
Winder Ranche in Alberta is a case in point. When the company was formed in May, 1880,
it appeared to have ail the proper ingredients. The ranch was well-situated in good cattle

country near Willow Creek. The company initiator was William Winder, a former
commander at Fon Macleod and one of the first to recognize the ranching potential of
Alberta. In addition, shareholders had the important prerequisites of solid Eastern financial
~
and business backgrounds. These advantages were not sufficient protection h o ~ e v e r . 'In
November, 1894, ranch manager and Quebec City businessman Charles Sharples sent a
plaintive letter to John Gibb, the company's eastern financial officer: "I note what you say
about keeping expenses down, & can only say that I have done & am doing my best

Breen Canadian Prairie West, 163.
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towards that end."31 By then, it was already too late. Poor returns and unacceptable
expenses had convinced shareholders to dissolve the company.
On well-managed large operations, however, sufficient profits in average years
allowed them to adjust to isolated losses, even extreme climatic and market fluctuations.
These profits provided the financial cushion which enabled companies to withhold cattle

from the market when prices declined and to write off herd losses, whether actual or paper
losses. Loss of livestock did not automatically lessen the support fiom committed
shareholders. For example, when Murdo Mackenzie assumed the position of manager of
the Matador, no actual herd count had been conducted since its incorporation in 1882.
Convinced that the herd was considerably smaller than the book count of 97,771 head,
Mackenzie ordered a more accurate count to be undertaken. In 1892, a "fairly accurate
tally" showed the herd to be 70,200.The shareholders, undismayed by a paper loss of
27,000 head, simply voted to write off a per-share of the paid-up capital and to reduce the

authorized capital.-'*
Although many situations could be responsible for actual loss of livestock,
including disease, prairie fires and theft, the greatest threat by far came fiom adverse
weather conditions and resulted in the largest number of losses. After the winter of 188687, estimated losses in Alberta range country were considerable, even among corporate

ranches like the Walrond. Despite these losses, the profits sustained in other years eased
the concerns of shareholders; the dividend paid to Walrond investors in 1885 amounted to
thirty five percent. Unless the company's losses the following winter exceeded the
previous year's profit by substantial amounts, the directors would have found little reason
to alter their methods. After paying shares of $162,000 in 1886, the North-West Cattle
Company (the Bar U) reponed a clear profit of $133,204.~'Indeed, twenty percent
dividends were not considered uncommon for large Alberta ranches during this period."

''. Sharples Ranching Papers, Charles Sharples to Sid Gibb, Nov. 1894.
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The poor showing in a single year was seldom enough to cause shareholders to
lose confidence or withdraw their investment, particularly for those companies guided by
long-range planning. Evidence throughout the North American range country
demonstrates that, when shareholders believed that they were well-informed, that the
company was well-managed, and that the venture was long-term, they were content to
ride out the downturns. More importantly, they understood the "...effects which erratic
markets and capricious weather might have on a year's balance sheet.""

Eastern Investment and Western Management.

The cattle business, no less than any other, utilized various business practices and
organizational structures which developed and changed over time. During the formative
years, the relatively uncomplicated nature of business practices and ranch organization
reflected existing conditions. Grazing land was inexpensive or free, access to water was
unlimited, and most regions were sparsely populated, all of which allowed ranchers not
only to operate extensively with minimal structural apparatus but to make modifications
with relative ease. In the next phase, when foreign and eastern investment and corporate
enterprises poured into the West, the nature of the cattle business changed considerably.
This period was characterized more by speculation, expansion, and modified business
organization than any fundamentally different methods of handling cattle?
During the third phase, a general contraction throughout the business prevailed as
cattlemen endeavored to keeping ranching viable in the face of mounting public pressure
to restrict and/or eliminate the amount of land available for ranching purposes. This period
coincided, in both Montana and Alberta, with the hard winters of 1886-87 and 1906-07
respectively. Losses for many cattlemen were devastating and overall estimates of losses
were so great that a general house-keeping seemed in order. Arguing that too many
disadvantages plagued large-scale operations, industry spokesmen urged cattlemen to
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reduce their herds, to keep their cattle in smaller enclosed pastures, and to provide greater
quantities o f supplemental feed.37Although large-scale enterprises did not entirely
disappear in this later phase, the political clout of farmers and the memory of climatic
disaster highlighted older concerns and the disadvantages of large operations were
increasingly emphasized. Yet, many of these disadvantages reflected business and
organizational problems more than methods of handling cattle or weather conditions.

Business and Management Practices ax Risk Factors.
Given the substantial investment involved in most ranching operations, methods of
record-keeping were surprisingly poor. As early as 1884, American spokesmen identified
some ways the industry was changing for the better, including the use of sounder business
methods rather than 'rule of thumb.' It was lamented that, in the old days, record-keeping
was very crude - notches on a shingle sufficed as the calf tally and the check book
served as the financial sheet - and success was measured simply by the balance or
overdraft at the bank.)' While slipshod methods appear to have been the rule for ranchers,
regardless of size, they especially exacerbated the organizational problems of the large
cattle company, particularly when combined with another common business practice the use of 'book count.'

The custom of relying on 'book count' was a particulary interesting feature ofthe
cattle business. Unlike other poor methods of record-keeping, which often simply reflected
the rudimentary conditions of the early range country, many prominent corporate ranches,
such as the Cochrane, Walrond, and Oxley in Alberta, continued to rely on book count

well into the twentieth century." John Craig, manager of the Oxley, described cattle book
count as the "...inventory showing how many [the rancher] should have provided they

". Atherton, Ibid., 169, 193-96: Mattison, Ibid., 15-16.
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could all be f o ~ n d . "According
~
to Craig, while the Easterner considered this procedure
as highly unbusinesslike and relying entirely on the honesty of the vendor, Westemers
argued that the knowledgeable buyer recognized certain "easily ascertained facts" which
guided his evaluation of the herd numbers, even though the animals were not actually
counted. Some of these 'facts' were how long the herd had been on the range, yearly
cattle sales, and the normal annual increase of such a herd, given recent weather

condition^.^'
Book count was more than just an idiosyncracy of the industry. it had a critical
impact on the way losses were calculated. For example, during the process of
reorganization in December, 1897, the Walrond Ranche Company undertook its first
actual herd count since 1890. During the seven year period, annual losses which had been
estimated at five percent, proved to be insufficient to cover losses. While book counts had
been greatly exaggerated during the period, annual losses had been greatly under-reported
at one or two percent, a figure at great variance with the five to ten percent experienced
cattlemen considered to be normal annual mortality without any unusual disaster."
Even before some operations started, corporate ranches were often burdened by
excessive costs built into the organizational structure. Foreign and Eastern investors often
insisted on marketing more cattle than the number commensurate with either annual herd
increases or sound management. Westerners generally took a dim view of investors who
demanded greater dividends than operations justified and who were willing to take large
risks for big returns. They had "... calculated profit based on one hundred percent of
calves each year, all heifers, who reproduced with the same amazing facility, while, at the
same time, being able to sell three- and four-year-olds at 'fancy' prices, which would cost
nothing but ranch expenses.'"

Company employees and neighboring cattlemen often took

advantage of the situation. As Gressley wryly notes, "It was a phenomenon of the range
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that Eastern companies inevitably had the highest proportion of mavericks and the lowest
production of calves. Somehow their heifers were amazingly ~nfertile."~
Cattle companies were formed primarily by individuals whose assets were their
considerable expertise in high finance and corporate affairs. Unfortunately, few had
backgrounds in raising range cattle. While some prominent owners, like Matthew H
Cochrane, had raised livestock extensively, their experience was limited to the smaller,
intensive farm environments of England and Eastern North ~rnerica."Accordingly, the
first item on the agenda for the early cattle companies was to hire individuals to oversee
the technical side. In general, one of two types prevailed. Some companies chose to hire
individuals who had experience on western ranches, individuals who were very competent

in handling cattle, yet exceedingly limited in their knowledge of financial matters. Other
companies chose to employ reputable businessmen from the East. While the individuals in
this group were fully capable of managing any number of enterprises 'fitted to wellestablished grooves,' their knowledge about raising range cattle was slim. Both types, as it
turned out, could be disastrous.*

Distance, inherent suspicion between manager and investor, a lack of
comprehension by each of the problems of the other, and poor communication created
obstacles which few operations managed to overcome. The manager seldom told all in his
reports since his decisions, based on local conditions, were often unpopular to the investor
thousands of miles away. The investor, in turn, expected a manager to be adept at running

a half-million-dollar business with infrequent communication, insufficient capital, and
modest recompense."
Historians of the Montana ranch country maintain that the dramatic losses in 188687 paifilly revealed the cumulative consequences of these practices. For years, normal

conditions had shielded inept, or even fraudulent, business practices from the notice of
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Eastern shareholders who were kept 'informed' through the annual report, ... a
"

masterpiece of understatement, innuendo, and distortion, crammed with prognostications
of rich hture dividends which were described in phrases calculated to lull the apprehensive
stockholder." 'Padded' figures were too often the rule, and the book count, customarily
accepted by companies, was likely to be far in excess of actual range count."
Some years after witnessing the winter of 1886-87, Colonel Sam Gordon, editor of
the YeZIowstone Jmn~af,
published his assessment of this event, including a scathing
criticism of speculative investors, financially inept Western managers, and uninformed
Eastern ones. Although managers had "soothed" distant investors with minimal annual
losses and inflated book counts for years, the huge discrepancy between the two fictitious
figures eventually had to be revised. It was comforting, he noted, "...to reflect on the
number of reputations that had been saved by the 'hard winter' of 1886-87." Not
disputing the winter's severity, Gordon nonetheless claimed that it did not kill half the
cattle that were charged to it. "It came as a God-sent deliverance to the managers who
had for four or five years past been reponing 'one percent losses,' and they seized the
opportunity bravely, and comprehensively charged OKin one lump the accumulated
mortality of four or five years.""

The Alberta Drperience.
Gene Gressley argues that these difficulties were so common to North American
ranching that, ultimately, "...responsibility for the high mortality in cattle firms may rest
heaviest on poor fiscal management both in the East and in the West. The truth was that
many cattle companies were not run as busines~es."'~Such claims do not sit well in many
quarters. For example, David Breen takes issue with what he calls the common "myth"

a.Fletcher, Free G r w to Fences, 54. See also, Sharpies Ranch Papers, C. Sharples to S. Gibb,
14 Jan 1896, New Odey Ranch,. ".-.I now forward estimates as desired. The cattIe are based on the
estimates you & I made up, which after duly consideringyour letter that the beef turn off & calf branding
did not warrant the number, I was inclined to still further reduce so as to be on the right side."
@.
Gordon quoted in Fletcher, Free Grass, 91. For similar views, see, Mattisan, The Hard
Winter," 5,8. 11; Atherton, Catt[e Kings, 169.
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that disastrous mismanagement caused the disappearance of the big foothills cattle
companies in Alberta. As he rightly points out, the decline or relocation of these
companies in fact was due to the advance of commercial agriculture." Yet, the inherent
difficulties of Eastern and foreign owners operating at great distance from their Western
managers plagued the Alberta cattle business as they did elsewhere. Of Alberta's four
preeminent first ranches - the Cochrane, Walrond, Oxley and Bar U ranches -all but
the latter had passed fiom the scene before 1925.
These ranches initially shared a number of business commonalities. Owners,
shareholders and upper management derived principally from the stock-raising regions of
the Eastern Townships and the financial centers of Montreal. A small but influential
component provided some capital, much social prestige and "Britain's bluest b10od."~
After incorporation, the directorates resided in Eastern Canada, except for the Oxley's
illustrious directors and shareholders who remained ensconced in Britain. Their ranges
were originally stocked with Montana cattle and their personnel were primarily individuals
with considerable midwestern ranch experience, particularly Montana. Their resident

managers and foremen were instrumental in forming regional stock associations, and were
integral to all aspects of stock-raising. They were quite productive and profitable for a
time.
However, only the Bar U experienced enduring success, remaining in continuous
operation until the 1950s. Sound organization well-served this enterprise from its
formative years through radical changes within the corporate structure. From the outset,
the majority owners of the Montreal-based Allan Steamship Line sought out the personnel
best suited for each level of the ranch operation, delegated authority to its various
employees then deferred to their expertise. Utilizing his background and keen instincts,
ranch manager, Montreal stockman Fred Stimson hired experienced men from the
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American range country, individuals almost entirely from the midwestern tradition. Having

employed the best, company directors saw little need to interfere in local ranch
operations."
It was not an attitude common among many early Eastern and foreign owners.

Slow to recognize the inherent problems in long-distance, top-down management, they
not only continued to rigidly control ranch affairs from too far away, they responded to
problems by fbrther tightening central authority. In their early years, the Walrond, the
Cochrane and the Oxley ranches were beset with a series of costly miscalculations,
resulting in litigation, local acrimony, and a high rate of attrition in both livestock and
personnel. Although contemporary cattlemen cited a long list of causes for these
circumstances -poor judgment, inexperience, bad luck, even "crass stupidity and
unnecessary cruelty"w -the most Frequent was that upper-level management repeatedly
ignored regional conditions and overruled local management. According to one former
Cochrane ranch manager, "...the Company seemed to have the happy knack of getting
together a lot of good men and then ignoring their recommendations, usually with heavy
loss to themselve~."~~
Indeed, the Cochrane organization seemed particularly flawed in this respect. To
their credit, the directors recognized the need to employ experienced American personnel
and routinely called upon established Montana cattlemen to recommend good men, many
of whom were hired. Indeed, so many Cochrane employees came from the American west
that Englishman William Jackson complained in 1882, "I expected to get a job from Major
Walker. He had the Cochrane cattle but he only wanted ~mericans."'~
The first ranch
manager, Major James Walker, had numerous attributes to his credit: a former NWMP
police inspector. intimate connections with company owners; expetience with regional
". Ings, Befire the Fences, 152; Kelly, The Range Men, 15849,211; Evans, "Some Research on
the Canadian Ranching Frontier," Vol. t 9, No. I, Prairie Forum (Spring, 1994): 107-08.
". Ings, Before the Fences, 15 1,
". Big Hill, 392, Archie Kerfoot says his father, W. D., did not look back on the evperience with
p l m *
%. William Jackson, Personal Papers, M572 (Calgary: Glenbow Archives), W. Jackson letter, 17
Feb, 1882.

conditions; and, considerable familiarity with local stock-raisers. Unfortunately, after
going to such lengths to employ individuals with expertise, the directorate never bothered
to avail themselves of it. In Walker's case, upper-level management repeatedly overmled
his recommendations. Frustrated and incensed over mounting calamities and herd losses,

Walker tendered his resignation within a year of his appointment. His replacement, W D
Kerfoot, a Virginian with extensive experience on the Montana range, fared no better.
During the next five years, the company routinely ignored Kerfoot's advice, issued polices
he believed to be unsound, and eventually fired him after a particularly bitter dispute.
Kerfoot promptly sued the company for the balance of his contract and won his case."
While the Walrond managed to avoid the spectacular herd losses which plagued
the early Cochrane enterprise," it gained notoriety of another sort. For over five years,
escalating tensions between the ranch and squatters on its leasehold consumed much of the
company's energy and eventually led to violent

The company's

aggressive approach to removing the squatters merely fanned the righteous indignation of
an equally aggressive band of settlers, all fodder for the morality tale played out by the
agrarian presse6'The government's eventual decision in favor of the Walrond was a hollow
victory. By allowing themselves to be drawn into such a public fight, the company had
provided the restive settlers with the necessary forum to galvanize national sentiment
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against the cattle kingsS6'
The Oxley Ranch remained more or less intact until 1922, yet its glory days were
painhlly brief Personal conflicts which surtaced during initial negotiations between
western ranch manager John Craig and major shareholder, British Conservative MP
Alexander Stavely Hill, quickly developed into a very bitter relationship that jeopardized
ranch operation^.^ Poor business management prevailed fiom the beginning, and, only
three years after incorporation, the ranch was in serious trouble. Company finances were
in such disarray that 3,000 head of cattle and 300 horses were seized under a sheriffs
order as payment for a delinquent account, and the sale of Oxley cattle at unfair prices
sparked a near range war between Willow Creek-Mosquito Creek and High River
cattlemen. In the mida of these highly public controversies, British owners dismissed
Craig. The result was a lengthy and acrimonious battle in Supreme Court." Yet, the
fundamental problem went beyond these issues. Quite simply, the views of Craig and Hill
about how the business should be run were incompatible.
Craig was particularly incensed by what he perceived to be the poor approaches to
the cattle business so common among men like Hill, particularly the prevalent notion that
handling cattle required Little experience or expertise. The judgment that a cattle business,
capitalized with such huge sums of money, should be managed by a man with no
experience was not only ludicrous in Craig's opinion, but it explained why many cattle
companies were not successfbl. He claimed managing directors often had more ability in
"promoting" the cattle business than actual experience, and could provide "...an
abundance of theory -and no dividends.""
This approach of directors and upper managers reflected their socio-cultural
backgrounds from upper-class British-Canadian society. They attempted to transplant a
similar hierarchy on the Western ranch by clearly separating the owner 'class' fiom the
Breen, Canadian Prairie West, 59-60, 70-74.
Craig, Ranching with Lords and Commons, 14
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worker 'class.' Their demeaning attitude toward the job of handling cattle extended to the
employees thernselve~.~~
As one early managing director sniffed, 'I don't see much to
learn in handling cattle. Our Englishmen would make capital cowboys...all they need is a
little practice in throwing a rope. I don't see that it requires much experience to drive
cattle.""
Craig's criticisms were not unique; in fact, they were foremost in a list of
grievances among those responsible for the smooth operation of duties at the ranch level.
Ranch managers, foremen, and crew members grew increasingly frustrated as decisions
made by individuals who had never been further west than Kenora resulted in one calamity
after another. Aside from lowering morale, these blunders fueled a growing anger among
ranch personnel who watched their recommendations being constantly overridden by those

in the East. Frank Lawrence, a member of the first crew to work for the Cochrane Ranch,
claimed the company's winter losses were due as much to poor judgement as the weather.
Even though the company hired a capable cattleman as foreman, poor decisions continued
because ". ..the company's manager was not a Western man."67

Land Tenure: The New Risk in the Progressive Era.
The business principle that the best way to maximize profit was to reduce expenses
applied so long as land tenure was secure. Losses due to the inherent risk of unpredictable
weather and market conditions were off-set by the overall health, size, and profitability of
the ranch operation. The lease system established in 1880 appeared to provide security of
tenure at a nominal price. Although leases could be canceled upon two years notice,
twenty-one year terms and an option to purchase land were safeguards against
encroachment. These safeguards were short-lived. In 1885, the two year clause was
abolished, making portions of leased land immediately available for homesteading; by
1907, little security remained as virtually all land became reclassified as suitable for
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agriculture. Grazing on public domain was prohibited, and only a handhl of new leases
were granted. Existing leases were either canceled or so modified that many ranchers
ceased operating, while those who could afford to buy land outright did so. Rental fees
doubled, and length of tenure was reduced fiom five years to one!'

Thus, in the heady

atmosphere of rapidly increasing farm settlement, the old ranch maxims no longer applied.
In addition to losses from weather and market conditions, the cost of land appeared as a

new and ultimately more significant factor in calculating profit.
Farm settlement affected every aspect of ranching, from methods of handling cattle
to range and ranch management. From 1885 on, cost of production rapidly increased, yet

security of tenure decreased drastically. In the early stages, cost of production was limited
to loss in cattle, labor and transportation. Amendments to the lease system reduced the

leasehold, forcing ranchers to use land more intensively but at a higher cost. With less land
available for grazing, more cattle had to be fed for longer periods. Increased feeding
demanded increased costs in land investment, equipment, labor and fixed improvements
such as fencing and irrigation. These expenditures were no longer sound ways to improve
production but rather, necessities to stay in business6'
More importantly, risk ballooned out of proportion. Ranchers were saddled with
long-term debt for enterprises whose security was short-term and whose land base was
impermanent. Forced to dedicate more financing toward greater capitalization and
operating expenses, financial reserves grew dangerously low. Losses fiom any source
could propel the entire operation into foreclosure. Consequently, cattlemen had to
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reappraise their approach to profit and loss. Where the emphasis had been on maximizing
the profit margin, increasingly the focus turned to ways of minimizing loss.
Although ranchers had always debated the relative advantages of scale to some
extent, the issue became even more important as available grazing land declined.
Throughout North America, regional stock associations began to call for improvements in

the industry. Members were urged to pay more attention to their breeding stocks, to the
care of heifers and calves and to winter feeding. Invariably, these admonitions were
presented under the general rubric of progressivism and modernization, as industry
spokesmen attempted to eradicate practices of the 'old days' and to bring stockgrowers
into the light of advanced business methods." While presenting these changes under the
guise of improvement made them more palatable?the fact was that cattlemen had few
choices in the matter. Necessity, it seemed, dictated that large operations had to reduce
their herds, concentrate on better breeding, and greatly increase feeding supplements.
Either that, or quit ranching.
Concluding Remarks.

Ranchers generally and large cattlemen in particular have fit poorly in the
traditional settlement narrative, the perennial gamblers in an otherwise restrained and
prudent population of diligent farmers. However, cattlemen, like the rest of society,
responded as much to their perceptions of the financial environment as ofthe physical one;
indeed, the two were mutually dependent. Ranchers judged the physical environment to be
conducive for raising cattle in direct proportion to its capacity to produce large numbers
of marketable animals at a healthy financial return. The degree to which an enterprise was
successfbl, therefore, was a function of appropriate fiscal management strategies and
methods of handling cattle. Its profitability depended as much on financial statements and
management policies as climatic hazard and herd losses.
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The idea that large-scale cattle businesses were inherently risky persists, in part,
because small-scale farming continues to be the model of fiscal restraint and good
management. It also persists because risk factors are assumed to have remained stable
over time. The cattle business in 1907 is evaluated according to 1890 conditions, this
despite the fact that the entire foundation of ranching, the lease system, had been
dismantled. By failing to include the additional financial burden and the significant new
risks which attended the general contraction forced upon the industry by the agrarian
majority, the decline of ranching seems to have been the inevitable result of high-stakes
ventures gone out of control.
However, by the early 1900s, the arguments against large-scale operations went
beyond mere monetary risk. Indeed, by engaging in unseemly risk, large cattlemen were
seen as the very antithesis of socially approved behavior, behavior fraught with moral and
ethical connotations. Profit motivations became greed, calculated risk became speculation,
and grazing became cruel and irresponsible behavior to animals. Yet, the fact that the
cattle business increasingly became synonymous with unwarranted, high-risk ventures was
more symptomatic of changing socio-economic values rather than stemming from
dispassionate assessments of the business itself. For the majority of contemporaries, the
circumstances which ended big cattle companies were the inevitable signs of progress.
What those circumstances were, how they came about and their impact on the decline of
ranching are discussed in the following chapter.

Chapter Five - Sowing the Seeds ofProgress.
In the fall of 1907, officials of the Canadian Pacific Irrigation Colonization
Company invited Calgary newspaper editors to visit its "great irrigation scheme'' and

experimental farm in Gleichen. J H Woods, editor of the Daily Herald, published his
report on the excursion on the front-page of the October 17" edition. The fill-length
column was replete with a wealth of enthusiasm, a smattering of details, and a warm,
intimate tone. The party, Woods wrote, had traveled comfortably in a private CPR railcar,
and, upon arrival at the farm, were shown around the operation. The "fresh green" crop of

fall wheat, cultivated fields sown with oats and alfalfa, and "splendid" beet crops were
particularly noteworthy given that this progress had occurred without irrigation. Woods
reminded the reader that, once the ditches were filled with water, quite obviously present
yields and profits would increase enormously. After touring the farm, the editors were
driven through the countryside where they passed "...grain in stacks, herds of fat cattle,
busy plows and fine buildings." The party returned by evening express, delighted by the
hospitality of their hosts, and "...imbued with profound respect for the mind, whoever it
was, that first conceived the idea of transforming Alberta's cattle ranges into a garden of

beauty."
How this transformation came about and what seemed to make it necessary are the
focus of this chapter. Despite the corpus of histories which have constructed an end to
ranching around an adverse climate and risky practices, these were ancillary elements in
the contemporary agrarian discourse. To early twentieth-century Albertans, the shift in
land use from ranching to farming evidenced progress and confirmed that society was
developing as it should.
Land had always been key to plans for developing the prairies. The perception of

the West as a fertile garden had fulfilled national aspirations and directed broad socio-

economic goals. Agricultural settlement would tame the wilderness, fortify territorial
control, and assure the course of progress and prosperity for all Canadians. Yet, farming
the land would yield more than just material benefits. Agriculture was a superior way of

life ifised with higher spiritual, moral and social values that would benefit all society.
Thus, by basing Western development on farming and the rural way of life, Canada would
establish a new social order which would shine as an example of civilization to the world.'
While ideas centered on progress as a force moving civilization fonvard guided the
public discourse from 1900 to 1914, they were not the products of the 'progressive era.'
Moreover, while various aspects of the modem industrial age left their distinctive mark,
the core ideas belonged to older traditions of western thought. The utility of the land had
been linked to the idea of progress since the Nonh West first attracted the attention of the
expansionists in 1856. Nineteenth-century ideas about land, agriculture and progress not
only influenced the expansionist movement and Canadian nationalism, they were integral
to the way the perceptions of the West changed to accommodate agrarian settlement. By
the early 1900s, agrarianists had appropriated and refashioned the more salient themes of
their predecessors as they prepared to take rightful possession of the land.

Farming the Land: The Promise of Progress.
The idea that progress and civilization evinced a natural process of ever increasing
improvement was an amalgamation of a number of earlier scholarly and popular theories
about the natural world and human development. Scientific research in biology and
anthropology, for example, directly situated progressive improvement in the physiological
processes, from evolution of the species to racial typologies. Social, political and
economic theories also contributed to the notion of a naturally occumng hierarchical
process leading to some state of perfection or improvement.* These notions gradually
coalesced to form the agrarian ideal.
One of the more significant ideas which contributed to this ideal came from the

Physiocruts, a group of mid-eighteenth century French antimercantilists. Spokesman
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Francois Quesnay claimed that wealth did not originate in industry and trade, but rather,
fiom agriculture since only this activity could produce a surplus over and above the effort
invested in production. Greatly impressed by the discovery of the circulation of blood
through the human body, Quesnay modeled his famous Economic Table on this biological
process by demonstrating how the surplus from agriculture circulated through the entire
economy in the form of rent, wages, and purchases, supporting all the social classes as it
flowed. His application of biology to economics was more than a useful metaphor,
however. A strong proponent of the supremacy of natural law, Quesnay believed
profoundly that all wealth sprang ultimately from the life-giving process created by God.
Since only the land contained this natural life-giving force, land was the hndamental and
ultimate source of wea1th.j
Although the Physiocratic theory held brief sway in European economic circles, it
had a much greater influence on American thought. A long line of statesmen fiom
Jefferson to Lincoln believed that the future of the nation depended on encouraging the
small farmer.4 Canadians were in the throes of their own nation-building, and, as David
Breen put it, were equally convinced not only that "...independent freehold f m e r s
strengthened the country's democratic and moral fibre, but the settlement of millions on
the western prairies was considered essential to Canada's economic development."' The
most distinctive characteristic of an advanced and moral civilization, therefore, was the
way people used the land!
Various Enlightenment writers in Europe and North America contributed to the
idea that social development passed through a series of stages, each of which was
represented by a human group. The groups themselves were variously described but, in
general, the stage passed from Indians to pastoral herders to farmen. The ever-ascending
line of this development was thought to reflect the natural order of progress with f m e r s
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at the pinnacle of civilization.' The more a society improved upon nature, cultivated the
land, and established stable economic and social order, the more civilized it became.
Conversely, human groups that allowed the wilderness to remain in its natural state, left
few signs of occupation on the landscape, and lived according to the dictates of the
seasons and resource supplies, were distinctly less civilized.

Preparingfor the Promised Land
One indication of advanced civilization was the degree to which society had tamed
the environment. The higher moral qualities did not derive from a pristine wilderness as
the romantics claimed but rather from civilized order. Therefore, "...civilization, the works
of man, were a superstructure to be imposed on nature."* By the very transitory nature of
their lifestyles and uncertain economy, First Nations and h r traders did not contribute to a
stable order. However, the barren, hostile western interior appeared to have little utility
outside fur trade until changing circumstances and new impulses &om various quarters
suggested that another, more positive 'reality' exi~ted.~
Decreasing opportunities and available land in the East coincided with a society
which was more prosperous than ever before. Canada, it seemed, had outgrown its
colonial status and was ready to embark upon a new stage in its development. The
expansionist rhetoric increasingly cast Canada as a nation on the threshold of greater
prosperity and "triumphant progress," a nation destined to greatness within the British
Empire. Although several issues prompted the Dominion government to acquire Rupert's
Land, primary among them was the belief that its agricultural potential belonged to the
nation.'" Scientific expeditions, separately commissioned by the Canadian and British
governments in the late 1850s, seemed to provide proof that a large portion of western
land was suitable for agricultural settlement. As early as 1863, railway and general
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investors began to emphasize this potential in their business projections.'' Once it became
possible to conceive of a transcontinental railway, a settled population, and an agricultural
tiontier on the prairies, the perception of the North West as e n d u ~ wilderness
g
fit only
for the fir trade was undermined.'*
In the last campaign against the '?yrmy'' of the Hudson's Bay Company,
expansionists revamped earlier charges that the Company had conspired to maintain its
monopoly by deliberately perpetuating a false image of the West as being useless to all but
themselves. More importantly, its control of the land was an impediment to the universally
desirable principles of civilization and justice. Thus, the expansionists argued for opening
the West for the sake of progress - for Canada, the British Empire and, indeed, for

humanity. For its part, the Hudson's Bay Company was defenseless against such rhetoric.
Their position that monopoly and the fitr trade were necessary to survive in the untamed
wilderness had served them well for generations but had no validity in the new West, a
land now deemed fit for free trade and agricultural settlement.13

The belief that Canada's destiny depended upon the agricultural potential of the
West brought a sense of urgency to plans to build an east/west railway and establish a
stable population to secure the vast land in between. However, building a railway through
largely uninhabited territory was untenable unless prospective investors could be assured
that a large, settled population and a sufficient flow of traffic could be quickly established.
Yet, without reliable transportation, large-scale immigration to the West would be difficult
to achieve and certainly would not occur with sufficient speed. The 1872 Dominion Lands
Act aimed to end this conundrum by providing generous grants of land and money to the
Canadian Pacific Railway with express terms regulating the timely completion of the
system. Combined with fiee land for settlers, this mechanism would insure rapid
development government. Moreover, officials were convinced that, given the agricultural
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potential and beneficence of the environment, the West would virtually sell itself?
Nevertheless, the desire to settle the West as rapidly as possible did not mean it
should be done indiscriminately. Since the way the land was utilized was seen to determine
the quality of society, a civilized society could only derive from encouraging the proper
class of settlers, the farmers, to immigrate. However, since the West was also expected to
showcase the nation's progress through its economic growth and material development,
urban centers were needed to facilitate commerce and serve as markets for regional f m
products. The emphasis on growth and material rewards, at times, fit uneasily with other
aspects of the ideal agrarian society. The spectacular growth of Winnipeg was a case in
point. Within sixteen months, its population had tripled, land sales had skyrocketed and
businesses were booming. Nonetheless, at least publicly, contemporaries attempted to
distance its type of growth which attracted transients and businessmen looking to make
quick, easy money from the model West. The excesses and unseemly behavior of
speculators and 'boomers,' they believed, were clear indications of a very shaky moral
foundation.ls
The settlement planners were quick to point out, however, that these social ills
could be avoided if economic growth was based on independent farmers, landowners of
moderate means whose livelihoods, though comfortable and secure, were not expected to
yield riches. By working the land, Charles Muir noted, "...a loyal and contented
yeomanry.. ." would be formed from whose "sturdy roots" all other great interests could be
developed.16 Admittedly, many had reaped considerable profits from speculative ventures
but their wealth was superficial and the opportunities were temporary. While the small
fanner was unlikely to attain great financial rewards, his was the higher pursuit, the very
foundation of Canada's wealth. Moreover, he could be comforted by the fact that the
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entire scope of western development was designed to blfill the needs of the masses rather
reward the opportunities of the few.
The rejection of the profits from high-risk ventures was not a rejection of
accumulated wealth. The issue was one of proper character which went to the heart of the
principles guiding western development: that only through an agrarian lifestyle could an
ideal moral and social order be established. While these principles focused upon character
rather than economic matters, the two were in no way divorced fiom each other. The
same motivations, such as contentment and pride in working the land, which bound the
farmer to the soil, also dissuaded him fiom less desirable activities and their immoral
consequences. He was, at once, attracted to the ultimately more beneficial financial
rewards which came fiom working the land and repelled by the prospect of risk. The
security of a safe, modest livelihood reinforced inherent admirable qualities while, at the
same, allowed those qualities to be spread throughout society in the form of civic
responsibility, community involvement and social commitment. Thus, agrarian values held
individually and collectively tempered and regulated the moral fiber of the society."
Inheriting the Land: Progress at Work.

Advances in agricultural production and technology modified the material
foundation of the agrarian ideal, and while agrarian values were not discarded, they were
followed more in breach than observance. The development of new strains of winter
wheat, the availability of cheaper, labor-saving farm machinery, and the emergence of
cultivation methods suitable for more arid conditions all moved farming beyond the
subsistence level to a money-making proposition.18 Even before these advances,
Department of Agriculture publications emphasized monetary rewards, and included
letters from farmers testifying to the "vast amount of wealth," riches and prosperity in
Alberta farming. According to the Department, the class most likely to succeed were the
"men and families with some means, practical farmers," adding that Alberta offered not
". Owram, Promise ofEden. 136-37; Jones, "Powerof the Land,* 45966.
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only "free lands in the most progressive country of the age," but "a land promissing [sic]
wealth to the industrious and pra~tical."'~
Although the emphasis officially remained focused on small landowners of
moderate means, since farmers were also the vanguard of progress, it was unthinkable that
they should shun its by-produds - increased wealth and leisure time. That these features
appeared to be in conflict with the ideal f m e r working hard on the land and eaming a
modest living was of little consequence as they evidenced progress at work. Since rapid
growth was pan and parcel of the march of progress, fanners were inherefily adverse to
the idea that growth, financial or otherwise, should be limited. Indeed, in rural Alberta
communities, the "...passion for making money burned brightly on the frontier."2o Progress
not only permitted the modem f m e r to aspire to unlimited growth and profit, its
handmaidens, science and technology, provided the tools to achieve these goals. The
contemporary press offered farmers a regular dosage of practical nostrums on ways to
keep material and spiritual matters on track. According to one, "[Tlhe object of good

farming is not primarily to make money, but to make a home and develop character in the
children ..."21 In a very real sense then, fanners were able to retain their belief in the older
agrarian ideal of living modestly by working the land, while simultaneously believing that
modern circumstances merely allowed them to work the land better and more efficiently
with greater material rewards. By virtue of their historic place along the progressive
continuum, modem farmers saw themselves as simply more advanced tillers of the soil.=
Progress, however, represented more than the mechanical unfolding of events; it
was the ultimate goal for individuals and society. It was considered inappropriate, if not
deviant, to believe any boundaries, restrictions or limits existed in the West. Civic-minded
prairie residents in the early 1900s routinely denounced "knockers" whose unfavorable
commentary on local initiatives was considered to impede community-building. However,
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their most vehement censure was reserved for those who saw imperfections in the land or
suggested inherent limitations in its producti~ity.~
These individuals were more than flaws
in the progressive spirit; they were obstacles to building an ideal society.
The most obvious obstacles were the cattlemen. As David Breen put it, "In the
minds of most federal and provincial government officials during the first decade of the
twentieth century, the dislodging of the big cattle companies was an inevitable mark of
progress."24Although the cattlemen's offenses were numerous, the most grievous was
that, like the fiir traders, they had maintained their monopoly by perpetuating the lie that
the land was unsuitable for farming. Thanks to new information and technology,
contemporaries claimed that this myth had been dispelled, and, it was clear to all but the
cattlemen themselves that growth at every level depended upon vast numbers of farmers
working the land." In the 1888 Alberta Guide to Settlers, the economic and social benefits

from converting grazing ranges to farm land was easily calculated:
Cattle raising on the ranches.. . must gradually give way to
mixed farming on a smaller scale. For example, a rancher
having a lease of 100,000 acres from the Government could
keep on his ranch 15,000 to 20,000 head of young and old
animals, tuming out for market 3,000 fat animals every year,
and employing , at the most, ten men. If the 100,000 acres
were divided into farms of 160 acres...and, each of these
farms was owned and worked by a family of 5 persons, the
land would, with proper working, sustain the same number
of animals it now does, besides supporting the immensely
increased population and producing grain, root crops, and
butter and cheese to sell, thus enriching the country far
beyond what can ever be done by ranching excl~sively.~~
To the progress-minded, land monopolized by the cattlemen had to be redistributed among
farmers. Thus, the first order of business was to dismantle the lease system.
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Amending the Covenant.

Some historians have maintained that the Dominion government embarked upon
". ..a clean-cut experiment in agricultural colonization..." from the outset, while others

have argued that, although agricultural settlement quickly became paramount, the first
national impulse was to establish a commercial frontier." By the late 1880s, however, it
became apparent that all aspirations for a productive, vital West, including commercial
interests, depended upon a large, settled agricultural population; whether agriculture was
the first or second impulse then is mute. While these expectations did not initially extend

to the arid and semi-arid regions, these areas could not be ignored altogether. Fortunately,
the same environmental conditions which made Alberta suspect for cereal crop production
appeared well-suited for raising cattle. The federal government lent its support to this
industry by establishing the lease system in 1881. The terms were enticing: 100,000 acres
per lease for twenty-one years, with an option to purchase land within the leasehold if
certain conditions were met."
The lease system shaped the formation and development of the Canadian cattle
industry and distinguished it fiom the American experience. As a legislated feature of
national policy, the lease system was visible proof of the government's support, but more
importantly, it allowed the federal government to exercise direct control over the industry
and the cattlemen themselves. Many have argued that, since prominent govemment
officials and the cattlemen derived from the same elite group, this control was essentially
self-regulating. United by politics, power and a common culture, federal leaders were in
effect looking out for their own. Therefore, only outside forces could have persuaded the
Conservative party to abandon the lease system?

This perspective entails a number of difficulties, all of which derive fiom certain
assumptions about the federal government's plans to develop southern Alberta specifically, its long-term goal for the region. While it is true that the federal government's
-
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first move in southern Alberta was to promote the cattle business, the critical issue is
whether it was intended to be a permanent or temporary economy. The federal approach
to the land, the lease system, and immigration all strongly suggests the latter. Based on the
prevailing perception of the land's unsuitability for agriculture, the Conservative
government believed the cattle business would be a source of great profits in the absence
of other alternatives, and supported the cattle industry as the most expedient option given
the circumstances in 1880. Nevertheless, the cattlemen were always expected to be the
place-holders for the real settlers, the farmers, which were to follow.
Whatever else may define the 'golden age' of ranching, it was the period of time
when profits from grazing were greater than those from f d n g and, more pointedly,
when raising cattle was not just the most productive use of the land, it appeared to be the
only one. Once agricultural possibilities emerged, Alberta settlers began pressuring the
government to change the lease system and make land available to 'legitimate'
homesteaders. A settlers' group, formed in April, 1885, promised direct action if the
government did not take action soon, some members promising to defend their right to the
land with Winchesters and threatening to leave their own property and that of ranchers in
burning r ~ b b l eNot
. ~ wanting to appear unresponsive to the homesteaders' anthem 'Free Land for Settlers' -and sensing that agriculture could indeed be profitable, the
government began amending the lease system to fit the new occupants. Beginning with an
1885 Order in Council which amended the "two year" clause and made leased land

immediately available for homesteading, the Conservative government issued new Orders
in virtually every year of its administration. Each new amendment, moreover, was based
upon an acknowledged need to redistniute land from closed to open leases."
According to conventional wisdom, the Conservative government remained a
staunch and faitfil ally of the cattlemen until the weight of public pressure became so
formidable that politicians had no choice but to accommodate the homesteader. Thus,
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whatever concessions the Conservatives were forced to make, the impact was mitigated by
their strong show of support in other areas.32 While it may be true that the Conservative
government generally strived to constmct the land issue so that ranchen and farmers
could share the land, it is abundantly clear that their primary aim was to establish farming
as the predominant form of land use. Although the lease system had been specifically
designed to protect the cattle business from encroaching settlement and to promote its
profitability, by the time the Liberals came to power in 1896, the Conservative
govemment had already stripped the system of its original mandate."
It appears that, even as the Conservative leaders set about to amend the lease

system, they briefly hoped that ranchers would recognize the inevitable and graciously
concede to farmers. For example, an 1892 Order in Council authorized the termination of
all leases after December 1896 which did not provide for the withdrawal of lands for
railways and homestead entries. The official position of Minister of Interior, Edgar
Dewdney, was that, by setting the termination date at four years hence, leaseholders who

could not ". ..satisfactorilycarry on their business..." under the new policy would have
"...ample opportunity of winding up their affairs." The four year interim would provide
"...the opportunity for consideration and reflection.. ." and thus, persuade the majority of

companies to continue. Moreover, the Minister was convinced that these businesses could
continue "successfblly and profitably" under the new lease "...until the period when in the

~~atural
cotrrse of events the progress ofsettleme~itwill have rendered the pursuit of the
cattle business in its present form undesirable both from the point of view of the investor
and ~ovenunent
."u
The notion that the cattlemen would eventually come to terms with the natural
course of events never entirely vanished from the rhetoric and was kept alive by a number

". Breen, 5 1-57,68-69,76-78,

10 1, 135; Dempsey, Golden Age, 140.

". Canada, Department of Interior, Circular, 21 Dec, 1891, in Thomas, Gen. ed,Prairie lVest to
1905,279-80. According to the circular, Minister of Interior, Edgar Dewdney, acknowledged that the
near completion of the Calgary and Edmonton Railway will a large influx of homesteaders whose
demands "...it is the duty of the Government to make every reasonable effort to meet"
"'. Canada, Privy CouncilReport. 1892, Order in Council, No. 2669, 12 Oct, 1892, in Ibid., 27879. (Emphasis mine.)

of sources. For its part, the government had placed itselfin the unenviable position of
having established policies with cross purposes -the grazing lease system and Dominion
land system -both under its direct jurisdiction. Although the former had been created in
1881 to advance the cattle industry, it was in a very real sense an amendment to the

Dominion Lands Act of 1872 in which the railway land grant and the free homestead the "twin staples" of Dominion land policies -had enshrined land for settlers as the
national goal.35Given its predicament, the government's confidence that the cattlemen
would be accommodating was as much a hope as an expectation.
Contesting the Land: The Fruits of Progress.

For many in the early twentieth century, the West seemed to be a perfect landscape
for the enactment of the natural order of social progress, the place where the
agriculturalist would finally prevail. Military metaphors seemed to be particularly apt
descriptions of this process; settlers "marched" across the plains and up the Rocky
Mountains, staking their claims and making their stand. If one held a charitable view, the
cattlemen had ". ..served as outriders for the agrarian advance..."= Now and again,
newcomers were reminded to pause the "humed pace of modem development and
remember that "...the rancher opened up the way for the settler.""
This generosity, of course, depended upon how accommodating the cattlemen
were, and little in the early 1900s suggested that they would graciously agree to step
aside. Initially, the cattlemen were formidable adversaries. The lease system, the profitable
state of the cattle business, and the support of the federal government contributed to their
economic and political clout. More importantly, the environment appeared to favor
ranchers over farmers. The same difficult, broken, hilly terrain that seemed to defy
cultivation was perfect for sheltering cattle in winter. The thick prairie wool which
nourished great herds was only slightly less resistant to the plow. Even the farmers' curse,
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aridity, seemed to matter little to the ranchers' livestock."

Although initially the cattlemen's advantages were substantial, settlers possessed
an even more precious one - the conviction that the course of progress was on their
side. However, in order to break the cattlemen's power, it also was necessary to
demonstrate that a method existed by which even regions plagued by aridity could be
easily and profitably c~ltivated.'~
Thus, for agrarianists, the campaign for the land involved
a dual transformation of the image of the environment and the image of the cattlemen.

Their belief in progress and a naturally-ordained process of social development provided
the conceptual tools for both.

Irrigating the Promised Land.
Initially, wide-spread irrigation was thought to be the West's saving grace." By
overcoming aridity, it would breakdown the environmental barrier to full agricultural
settlement. However, imgation was much more than an improved agricultural method; it
was the means to creating a new western civilization. According to the imgationists, if left

in the hands of the cattlemen, the West would remain sparsely populated, its natural

resources wasted, and its social development stunted. For William E Smythe, the leader
and most influential image manipulator of the irrigation campaign from 1890 to 1895, the
stakes were more elemental. The cause was between the "civilization of irrigated America
and the barbarism of cattle ranchingy"' and there could be only one victor in this
"righteous battle." "Whatever stands in the way of this development must go down,
whoever defies the spirit of progress, the march of civilization, will be destroyed...""

If other irrigationists were less militant in tone, they were no less dedicated to
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removing the cattlemen from potentially arable land. The arid and semi-arid portions of
southern Alberta, an entrenched cattle business, and a rapidly growing f m settlement
made the region ripe for the inigation movement, particularly for railway and land
colonization companies. In order to stimulate fbnher settlement and increased their own
land sales, Nberta Railway and Coal Company and Canadian Pacific Railway executives

quickly focused their energies on creating an irrigated, agricultural mecca in the south.
These individuals, like other progressives of the day, viewed the land as a commodity to
be utilized to achieve broad economic and social goals. Since land had little economic
value in its natural state, they must use all the tools at their disposal to turn the wilderness
into a productive, agricultural landscape."
By the mid- 1890s, Albertans increasingly began to perceive their immediate

environment, not as valuable rangelands, but as land highly suitable for intensive
cultivation. Armed with the logic of irrigation, southern Albertans came to believe that the
environment had to be altered to suit the occupier. Thus, the range had to be transformed
into lush, imgated garden. Twenty years and some twenty million dollars later, over 1800
miles of irrigation canals crisscrossed the landscape."'
Calgary Daily Herald editor, J H Woods, was quick to point out the regional
benefits, claiming the Canadian Pacific Irrigation Colonization Company would build up
the country and make Calgary a "Big City." The arithmetic of the matter was
straightfonvard. The projected block settlement on 3,000,000 acres of mostly irrigated
land, divided into at least 15,000 f m s and sustaining six individuals including hired help,
would yield a rural population of 90,000. Based on the last census report, the total
population would increase by 150,000.~' In addition to the enormous economic
possibilities, Alberta would gain the equally important benefit of an improved social life.
Since the irrigation movement would put thousands of families on "small but surely
productive farms," the increased population density would result in great social
--
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opportunities. The building of more schools would result in a more well-educated
populace. Better churches and clergymen would enhance the religious life of
communities. Rural telephones, mail delivery, good roads and electricity would quickly
follow and improve "social intercourse." In short, Woods argued, imgation "...stands for
prosperous and happy homes.""
The dream of an irrigated West was really the avenue to the ideal agrarian society.
While the rancher was clearly anathema to the irrigationin, so was the dry-land f m e r . In
fact, before the optimism dissipated and the dream vanished, irrigationists saw both
ranchers and drylanders as the enemies of progress. The dichotomy was clear. Imgation
led to small farms and high rural population densities; ranching and dryland farming
promoted large holdings and sparse settlement. The former established a proper social
order and a progressive society; the latter were antisocial. The irrigated farmer used the
land wisely by practicing good husbandry; the rancher and dryland farmer were inherently
wasteful, "promiscuously and carelessly" skimming the riches off the land. Intensive
cultivation produced larger yields with less crop failure, thus making imgated f m s safer
and more profitable. Ranchers and drylanden had to operate on four or more times the
acreage of the irrigated f m e r to accrue profits and to reduce the intrinsic risk of their
activities."
Despite its success in some areas, for the most part, a fblly imgated West never
materialized. Costly large-scale imgation schemes did not attract enough new settlers and
failure rates were high for those who participated. Out of some one million acres the CPR
designated for imgation in 1911, by 1925 only 257,432 acres were actually imgated." In

his annual report for 1906-07, the Commissioner of Immigration noted, 'There appears to
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*. Rickard, "Great Plains as an Imgated Empire," 86-91.
". Morton, Hisrory of Prairie Settlement, 146. Morton argued that "...conditions for profitable
irrigation are absolute drought..These conditions do not praail in Alberta, for the drought is only
partial ...It would appear that the promoters of these schemes uarge-scale irrigation] faced them fmm the
engineering point of view rather than from that of the profitable farming of the products of the
Northwest."

be a growing belief that 'dry farming' may make irrigation unnecessary altogether...""
Once the outcast, after 1900 dryland farming came into its own and swept across the
American plains and Canadian prairies. By then, even devout imgationists had to admit
that water resources were simply too limited to irrigate the whole West, leaving
substantial areas to support only ranching or dryland farming. Although some irrigationists
remained faithful, most converted to 'scientific' dryland farming, while ail1 others, like the

CPR, simply chose to support both causes."
Irrigation and dryland farming ably suited the CPR's goals, selling land and
increasing rail traffic, and both systems promised to transform what the CPR perceived to
be unproductive wilderness into an agrarian society of order and beauty. A. S. Dawson,
CPR imgation engineer, claimed the company's mission in southern Alberta would

replicate the accomplishments of great ancient civilizations which had been built in
response to the problem of aridity. Given the tools and cultivation methods available to

modem society, the company was confident that the environment would be easily adapted
to meet its needs and a civilized, industrial nation would rise from the desert.
"Agriculture," Dawson maintained, "may be considered as the trunk from which all
business and industry must emanate and prosper."5i
After 1900, whether one embraced irrigation, dryland farming, or both, the
principle article of faith espoused the supremacy of agriculture over ranching. This is not
to say that unification reigned among the believers. Dryland farming spread into southern
Alberta like ". ..a religious revival movement..."n and, in short order, the overwhelming
majority of farmers were dryland wheat specialists. Yet, their practices seemed to be lifted

directly from the agrari-an primer's list of worst sins. Virmally all of the early inigationists
charges against dryland farming were applied to Alberta wheat farming. It led to bonanza

farms, sparse settlement, and high risks; it robbed huge areas of land of its natural fertility.
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According to the regional press, Alberta f m e r s did not want "...to specialize in wheat
growing. Mixed farming is the best for their land, for the country and for themselves. It is
extremely foolish to rely on one crop and one resource."" Even though wheat farmers
were sternly chastised for their shortcomings, public criticism always stopped short of
linking dryland farming to ranching.
Although the new breed of wheat f m e r s contrasted rather starkly with the
agrarian ideal, even the most committed proponents of irrigation and mixed farming found
it difficult to argue with their success. New strains of wheat, more efficient machinery,

improved cultivation techniques, and a series of wet years after the turn of the century
resulted in increasingly larger crops." Wheat became the farmer's salvation, quite simply
because it returned greater profits both in the short and long term." While conditions in
the 1890s had led agrarianists to believe it necessary to wage the battle against ranchen
and drylanders, by the early 1900s it was no longer prudent to alienate the more successfil
majority of dryland wheat farmers. In order to mount the kind of offensive necessary to
bring all the land under cultivation, agrarianists were obliged to clearly draw the line of

battle simply between ranchers and f m e r s . Thus, the agrarian discourse focused almost
exclusively on the sins of the 'cattle kings.'

The Righteous Farmer and the Corrupt Cattleman
Agrarianists continued to view ranching as a temporary stage in the chain of
progress. However, the cattle industry at the turn of the twentieth century bore little
resemblance to primitive pastoral herding. Even the most antagonistic opponents
recognized that ranching was profit-oriented, big business and that ranchers were more
like the eastern businessmen than wandering nomads. Nonetheless, in the public discourse,
ranching remained fixed in time, a less civiliied and transitory pursuit. While the entire

". High River Times, 28 Apr 1910. See also, Morton, History of Prairie Settlement, 15 5, 173;
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assortment of progressive and agrarian beliefs predicated this view, the tremendous spread

of western farm settlement in the early 1900s made it appear that the final stage of
civilization was at hand. More importantly for the purposes of agrarian propaganda, the
contest for the land had grown beyond a few scattered settlers who hoped their shrill cries
would catch the nation's attention to a large and powefil farming population which

demanded the government support its homestead principle.'
This significant change in the social dynamics obviously turned upon the essential
issue of altering land polices to accommodate the farmer, not the rancher, and to reconfigure the West as wheat country, not grazing land. Thus, the idea of 'home-building'
became not only the most important theme in the agrarian discourse, the homesteading
principle became the kind of "political sacred cow" that no government dared to ignores5'
The High River Times observed that the "...Anglo-Saxon insists on owning his own land...
...He

demands the title to his homestead..."" By virtue of owning and improving his

homestead, each farmer and his family was a building block of Western growth and
civilization. Improvement was understood to mean not only improving the agricultural
productivity of the land but enhancing its beauty as well.59Indeed, as early as 1873, a
Canadian pamphlet had described the ideal West as "...plains divided by hedges and

fences, into regular fields, interspersed with groves of trees and dotted over with
homesteads -the comfortable and substantial dwellings of a prosperous and numerous
pop~lation."~~
As the antithesis of these ideals, ranchers were seen as temporary occupants in the
West, primarily because it was said that they used large amounts of land which they did
not own nor improve. But underneath such pragmatic claims there always lay a deep
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moral current.61Ranchers and cowboys were said to have operated out of make-shift,
hastily erected range camps, which they could easily move or abandon. Thein was a
transient 'man's world'

-raw, unbridled, and coarse. Since few amenities or standards

could prevail under these conditions, ranching was concluded to be a way of life wholly
unsuitable for women and children." Lacking the refining influences of both filmily and
civilization as a whole, ranchers and cowboys necessarily remained barbaric and lawless."
At the same time, ranchers and fanners were seen as polar opposites because their
operations were believed to be intrinsically at odds. As small, independent landowners,
farmers were obligated only to made a modest living for their families. Ranchers, on the
other hand, were big businessmen who controlled huge amounts of land in order to make
excessive profits. Farmers and homesteaders stood for the "poor, common or small men,"
while cattlemen were "...the 'cattle barons.' the 'vested interests,' the 'monopolists,'. .."a
Acting like 'cattle kings,' they used their wealth, power, and excessive holdings to exploit
the West and to crush the home-loving farmer."

Although the proponents of agrarianism were clearly convinced that ranchers were
not home-builders and thus not legitimate western occupants, their arguments were often
elliptic. On one hand, ranchers were seen as coarse while on the other, they were despised
for their aristocratic characteristics. They were out of step with the march of progress, yet
they represented the modem eastern establishment. They resided in crude shacks, but lived
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like kings. Thus, according to the agrarian discourse, the cattleman was "...apparently
primitive and feudal and a monopoly capitalist all at the same time."" The rather obvious
incongruities in this image of cattlemen derived, in part, tiom the agrarianists' belief that,
in order to change land policies, it was necessary to clearly distinguish between ranchers
and farmers. As long as the goal was achieved, it mattered little if the brush strokes were
broad and the discourse lacked internal consistency. However, these incongruities were
the result of more than just slippery rhetoric - they pervaded the agrarian ideal itself
The western agrarian ideal was filled with contradictions from the beginning. The
West was to be the place where civilization would emerge in its next, higher incarnation
and where progress would bring about enormous economic development. It was also a
place of great expectations, hopes and dreams, where weary immigrants could escape the
drudgery of urban life, the confinement of tired traditions and the veneer of civilization.
While those who moved West desperately wanted to reap the rewards of progress it

offered, they also distrusted what progress had wrought in urban centers. As Donald
Worster points out, logic does not allow one to have it both ways; physics dictates one
cannot go forward and backward at the same time. However, the agrarian myth could hold
these conflicting possibilities together because it did not follow the rules of logical
discourse. Instead, it was a great dream which allowed people to believe that optimism
could bring about those things which logic and physics made irnpo~sible.~'
The belief that all things were possible grew out of a swirl of converging ideas and
circumstances. The nineteenth century idea that a settled, prosperous population, by
definition, was based on agriculture blended perfectly with the North American approach
to land ownership. Owning and acquiring property was "...a cultural imperative, manifestly
the right way to go about things. There was one appropriate way to treat the land divide it, distribute it, register it."" Improving and expanding one's holdings
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simultaneously increased the land's economic value and conferred status to the owner.

The more people improved their land by enclosing it, modifying it, and erecting physical
structures on it, the greater their sense of entitlement to it." At the same time, land was
also a commodity to be used, bought, and sold, preferably with a tidy profit.70
Government officials displayed quixotic tendencies of their own. While the
Department of Agriculture promoted intensive farming as the means to put more people
on less land with more productive results, the Department of the Interior regularly
amended land policies to accommodate farming on a larger scale. In March, 1907,
Minister of Interior Frank Oliver justified his radical changes to existing land policies7' by
arguing, that ...160 acres may be a good farm but 320 acres is a very much better farm."
"

Moreover, such incentives promoted "...the settlement of our country by the best class of
people, that is people with means and ability to carry on farming operations on a
considerable scale."" In various areas, the scale of some operations had increased to

bonanza farms by 1909. Entrepreneurs like C W Carman cultivated a five-section farm on
his twenty-three sections of land, while Simon Dyment often employed seventy-five men
to operate an arsenal of equipment on his Diamond Wheat ~anch."As the regional press
noted, "A blade of grass has risen from the soil and made wheat king.""

Ranchers irt Exile.
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Given the contradictions inherent in the farmers' view of their own group, it is no
small wonder that their perception of cattlemen contained incongruous qualities. Although
the specific reasons why the cattlemen had to go were muddled, the point ofthe agrarian
campaign was clear. Ranchers could no longer occupy Southern Alberta land and, as the
great majority, farmers could dictate the terms of their removal. By 1907, ranchers felt the

deep impact of a series of changes to Dominion Lands Policy. In the official coup de
grace, closed leases were abolished, and in a total reversal of earlier govemment policy,
the rights of squatters were upheld above those of cattle companies. More importantly, in
the new system of classifying land, virtually dl of southern Alberta including Palliser's
triangle became fit for farming. The line between grazing and farming land now erased, the
government rescinded its last vestige of government support for the cattlemen."

In less than a decade, the cattle kings had been dethroned by King Wheat. If
anyone noticed the irony in these developments, it failed to warrant commentary. The

cattlemen continued to urge that caution should prevail, that some portions of the land
were simply unfit for cultivation. These opinions were dismissed as the propaganda of a
die-hard vested interest, "...a landed and reactionary establishment standing in the way of
settlement and 'progress'," while farmers continued to appeal "...to a morality that was
much more in step with the buoyant enthusiasm of nation building..."76 In this atmosphere
the cattlemen who proposed restricted settlement, or predicted drought and eventual
disaster, appeared entirely out of time with the march of a civilized people and a natural
order which dictated that those who could not, or would not, adapt to progress must be
left behind.
Concluding remarks.

In retrospect, the incessant prattle about progress, endless building toward the
hture, and unbounded enthusiasm of early twentieth century Alberta seems painfully
naive. Surely, one thinks, people did not truly believe in the 'march of civilization,' or the
Evans, "End of the Open Range," 73-74.
". Breen, Canadian Prairie CVest, 137, 169-
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'spirit of progress,' and most surely people did not really talk that way. Knowing that, in a
matter of years, many of these same people fled the dryland in droves, their civilized,
progressive, irrigated West gone in a colossal cloud of dust. it seems impossible to believe
people actually put stock in either the words or ideas. The view from hindsight, however,
is cluttered with what we know, or think we know, about what really happened, and
burdened with meanings and signs from the present.
Although a slightly jaded view toward exaggeration and booster fanfare keeps
historians honest, it should not be assumed that the language of the contemporary
progressive discourse did not resonate with the people who spoke it. It should be kept in
mind that virtually every aspect of daily life had been miraculously transformed by new
technology. Mass production offered not only a dizzy array of products and goods, but at
prices which were affordable to most. Scientific advancements turned farming from a
make-do lifestyle intto a money making proposition. Just as important, every significant
thinker since the Enlightenment understood the natural world and society to develop along
an upward. progressive course in large part because h e r s made it possible. The
contemporary idea that ranching would necessarily come to an end fit the people and their
times. The winter of 1906-07 as the cause of ranching's 'demise' became the accepted
rationale only in hindsight. But in focusing on the retrospective view, historians have
overlooked the rationale given at the time: that the ranchers' time had past, "victims" of
the relentless march of progress.

Chapter Six - Conclusion.
This thesis grew out of the curiosity aroused by a bit of historical minutia.
According to traditional history, the winter of 1906-07 was so extraordinarily severe and
ranchers' losses were so complete that, in the wake of this natural disaster, all but a
handhl quit operating entirely and ranching vanished from the landscape. Yet, regional
newspapers recorded a very different story. Estimated cattle losses were above the norm
in some areas, fairly routine in others; the general impact was not deemed significant.
Looking for gripping accounts of desperation and despair, I found only a strange silence.
However, months after, newspapers did predict ranching's imminent demise, occasioned
not by nature's wrath but the stunning triumph of Alberta wheat farming. The immediate
question was: which of these two stories was true and why were they so completely
different?
The essence of the question, as it turns out, is a hndamental issue for New
Western historians.' How is it that equally competent scholars, relying on virtually the

same materials, characters and events, produce histories whose conclusions diverge
dramatically? They argue that it is more than just the conclusions that differ. In fact, the
historians are telling two entirely different stories, with different plots, morals, and
endings.' These differences are particularly apparent in the way environment functions in
the narratives of the Old and New histories. Although nature and its role in shaping
western society is central to each, the approaches to the environment and, hence, the
stories are diametrically opposed.
This lively debate has been instrumental to the writing of this thesis, the Old and
New approaches serving as a means of examining the relationship between people, their
environment, and their perceptions and expectations about that environment. The shift in
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land control from ranchers to farmers in southern Alberta offered an opportunity to
explore this relationship in depth. The apparent decline of ranching also provided a case
study of the way historical narratives have structured the contest for the land and the two
groups in competition for it. Neither the ideas nor the issues lent themselves to a
straightforward presentation. I have endeavored throughout to link parts to the whole by

means of my hndamental thesis that people respond to the actual and perceived
geographic conditions of their environment based upon a complex web of personal, social
and economic circumstances.
Traditional Approaches to Ranching History.

In the traditional environmentalist approach to western history, the mechanisms of
nature are clearly amenable to dispassionate scientific study. The environment has
objective and easily discernable effects on people; people, in turn, concretely affect
environmental change by modifying the landscape.' Due to intrinsic productive capabilities
bound within any given environment, land is classified into appropriate categories such as
farm, range, and timber, which, among other things, allow historians to evaluate human
adaptation to the essential environment.
Such an approach is problematic when dealing with ranching in southern Alberta.
According to traditional perspectives, ranchers failed not only to recognize the intrinsic
agricultural value of the land but the essential climate as well. By operating in the 'wilds,'
ranchers were necessarily less advanced than f m e n who improved and cultivated the
land. By continuing to rely upon untamed grasslands, they left their herds unprotected in
severe northern winters. The essentialist reductions are also necessary fiarning devices for
a more positive story about land control. When narrated as a progressive story, the
question of who should inherit the land is decided on the seemingly objective basis of
which group was better adapted to the environment. In this history, 'subjective'
perceptions of the landscape are irrelevant and the seamier elements of conflict and social
complicity can be avoided altogether.

'. Ibid., 1349.

The prevailing cultural approach to ranching also has traditional limitations. In its

emphasis on an elite, powehl and homogeneous cultural group, this approach downplays
Alberta's diversity and social preference for the 'powerless.' While new approaches to the
West encompasses a trans-national plains/prairie environment,' in the cultural perspective
of Canadian ranching history, the West still ends abruptly at the international border.

Indeed, the major theme of tight federal control over all aspects of developing the
Canadian West is a counterpoint to the haphazard populist-driven settling of the American
West. Where the New Western orientation is distinctly regional, the West as a place is
largely irrelevant to the Canadian process where western development was an exercise of
Canadian power over the hinterland.' For the cattlemen, the West was merely the
receptacle for their transplanted eastern culture. In the fullest development of the cultural
perspective, the only relevance of this distinctive environment is to underscore the cultural
superiority of the British-Canadian ranchers over American dryland farmers! Indeed,
environmental "forces" were less effective because the ranching community "...did not
seek its identity in the land."' According to this perspective, the cattlemen, intimately
bound by a shared ethos, culture and access to power, were always oriented eastward, an
isolated contingent of British-Canadian society holding its own against western cultural
contamination and cultural invasion From the south.

The Thesis in Review Its Approach, Conclusions, and Significance.
The prevailing perspectives of ranching history, structured around a naturdculture
dichotomy, do not adequately explain what happened when Alberta's ranch and farm
economies collided in the early twentieth century. Although environment and culture were
clearly integral to this conflict, neither created it nor by itself accounts for the shift in land
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control. Rather, the shift emerged from the interaction between the two, where
perceptions of climate were often more important than recorded conditions and where
cultural values increasingly came with dollar signs attached. In this wide middle ground,
contemporary ideas about the land, agriculture and progress produced an atmosphere in
which ranching's decline evidenced that society was advancing as it should.
Throughout this thesis, I have endeavored to ground these broad ideas and
amorphous concepts in the material conditions. Abstract notions about environment's
impact on people evaporate unless one knows a good number of concrete things about
both. Thus, before connections and relationships can be drawn between the decline of
ranching and the winter of 1906-07,one must first try to measure snow accumulation and
count dead cattle. Unfortunately, this material approach was too quickly appropriated by
historians who wished to see progressive mechanisms played out in nature and society. A
material base of environmental information became the objective template to assess what
went wrong and who was to blame when human control over nature failed.'
My approach relies more heavily on the perspective of the New Western
historians, particularly their idea that interactions of environment and culture are
dialectical. Among other things, this underscores the necessity of integrating geographic
information and perceptions with the human history? By paying equal attention to the
real, though less tangible, ways that perceptions S e c t how people use the land and how
society structures the land issue, the historian's perspective is reoriented to the
contemporary context and releases western history from the modem apologia of progress.
What this means is historians must "...face up to the possibility that some roads of western
development led directly to failure and to injury.'"' The point is not to give the historian a
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clearer target for appointing blame but to emphasize what should be the obvious: that the
western past has the same "moral complexity" as any other subject in human history." An
important aspect of this complexity is to recognize that the "...past will not provide us
with a transcendent set of values about nature and how to treat it.""
This thesis has been an attempt to explain what happened to Alberta ranching at
the turn of the century in the context of contemporary perceptions of the environment and
ideas about land use, progress, and social evolution. Though neither ranchers nor f m e n
were inclined to 'share the land,' contest was pre-built into federal land policies and
unrealistic assessments of the environment. The exigencies of nation-building fostered an
essentialist view of southern Alberta as farmland; without it, the region would languish as
an unproductive, unpopulated back-water. While officials preached mixed farming, they
created land polices to accommodate a single-crop wheat economy. To say they should
have recognized the inconsistencies and structured a system of land use of wider benefit
and greater environmental responsibility ignores the weight of contemporary opinion. That
is, a thoroughgoing belief in progress, science and technology cemented with the idea of
an ideal agrarian West satisfied the overwhelming majority. In this atmosphere,
appropriating grazing land seemed manifestly the right thing to do.
Where the Story Goes From Here.
At a hndamental level, material in this thesis has been centered around the role of
narrative in western history. The conformation of ranching history has been particularly
affected by prevailing narratives which, despite their differing characters and diverging
plots, more or less bring the subject to an end in the first quarter of the twentieth century.
As a consequence, whether it died out, transformed, or, merely hung on before vanishing
into obscurity, western ranching has no relevance outside a certain antiquarian curiosity.

The first order of business, then, is to bravely suggest that, in fact, the story of Alberta
ranching does go on. This immediately opens up three avenues of hture research.
Limerick, "Trail to Santa Fe," 74.
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One avenue follows historical developments after ranching's presumed demise,
somewhere between 1907 and 1925. Among many possible areas of interest, examining
the effect of later climatic conditions, particularly other notable hard winters and dry
summers, would fill a noticeable gap in the scholarship and further historians'
understanding of the relationship between the region and its people. The second avenue
retraces the developments from the origins of ranching in southern Alberta to its
conventional end. Research here could either focus on constructing history or comparative
studies of the historiography. The third avenue proceeds unconstrained by an 'end,' so
that the history of ranching can be surveyed as a piece. The possibilities here are unlimited.
Where the historian chooses to begin and end the narrative profoundly alters the
shape and meaning of the story." Endings writ large can alter the entire shape of written
history. Turner's 'end' of the frontier so successfklly divided the American West into a
before-and-after place that, even if New Western historians are able to reduce its import,
its effect remains indelibly imprinted on the history. Yet, as Patricia Limerick notes,
downplay the frontier and its supposed end, and the history has a new look.') I suggest the
same can be said for the history of ranching. Take away the supposed end and an
additional set of characters are re-introduced to the Canadian West. Not everyone will be
pleased with this. The history becomes more complicated with more people on stage, the
land more crowded, the old lines of division less distinct. Returning ranching to history

also poses a problem for those who insist the West must be scrubbed clean of its Old
mythic appeal. As the archetypal symbol of all that was wrong with the Old West, reviving
ranchers could disrupt some very compelling stories.
The ending also has a more subtle yet insidious effect on the human characters.
The chosen end unifies and completes the action of the story, setting the conditions by
which acts can be evaluated and judged. Thus, the "...moral of a story is defined by its

ending."15 When the story also includes economic ruin, natural disaster, and personal

". Cronon, "A Place for Stories," 1363.
IJ. Limerick, Legacy of Conquest, 26.
Is. Cronon "A PIace for Stories," 1367.

devastation, the need to find symbols of human endurance or irresponsibility is almost
i~esistible.'~
The old divisions make it hard to see those on the "...wrong side of the
divide. .." as anything but products of their own shortcomings, inabilities, and flaws." The
image of the killing winter of 1906-07has survived, in part, because ending the story in

natural disaster is more palatable than the acknowledgment that it was a collective
decision based on changing economic imperatives. Presenting ranchers as risk-takers who
were responsible for their own demise provides the requisite moral of the progressive
story, and demonstrates that, unlike ourselves, they never learned how to control nature.
Myths Language and the 'Real' Wesi.

The truth about western history, says Donald Worster, is "...breaking in, driving
out myth and self-deception."" The yearning for 'pure' truth is an oddly incongruent
feature of the diverse, many-centered, multi-voiced agenda of the New Western history.
Dissatisfied with unseemly stories people told themselves about the West, many in the new
guard cannot accept their experiences. The 'real' West was something else entirely,
something more like themselves, "...the true denizens of the emergent We~t."'~
Thus,
Western tales and myths, at best, are ideological formations hiding truths the conscientious
historian must unmask.
There are a few lone voices that suggest western myths are important to the
scholarship, not as proof of what was, but what seemed desirable. "To the extent that it
now seems unbecoming, we have a measure of distance between values of yesterday and
today."2o For many in the anti-myth camp, distance is not enough. Instead of deciphering
mythic meanings, the scholarly agenda has turned to debunking. The debunkers have often

instituted a peculiar allocation of methodologies, applying cultural tolerance to one group
and harsh judgment to another. Thus, when the favored group said one thing and did
16.
17.

Ibid., 1369.
White, "Trashing the Trails," 3 1.

Worster, "Beyond the Agrarian Myth," 23.
19. McGen, "Is There a Twentieth Century West?" 255.
lo. Dippie, "American Wests," 134-35.
la.

another, it is called culturally shaped behavior, when the less favored group did the same,
it is seen as hypocrisy and dece~tion.~'
It is not without a certain irony that, in the attempt to correct one set of old myths,
historians have promoted new ones. Thus, the 'romantic' notion that ranching left any
lasting imprint on Alberta's economy is replaced with the idea that it was really a
"stepping stone" to established farming? The equally romantic illusion that Americans
contributed anything of importance to the cattle business is set straight by pointing out
that the British-Canadian ranching community had very exclusive membership." The
difficulty is that, by shearing ranching from its contemporary moorings, sources are
necessarily cut loose from their historical context as well, their relevance and meaning as
inscrutable as ancient texts. Thus, contemporary voices are ignored or relegated to the
intellectual trash bin of overworked romanticism and sentimentality, their declarations the
mere stuff of legends and myths. This thesis is an attempt to correct the imbalance.

Limerick, "Making the Most of Words," 183.
*. Elofson, "Not Just a Cowboy," 213-14.
a. Breen, Canadian Prairie West, 30-32.
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