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PRAIRIE URBAN DEVELOPMENT
1870 - 1930

Introduction: The Urban Dimension of Prairie History

The field of Canadian urban history has grown dramatically in the last
decade. The reasons for this phenomenon are numerous and have been ex-
amined in some detail by several scholars. But while there has been con-
siderable growth, the field of urban history is still undeveloped. There are
many gaps in our knowledge of different regions, time periods, and themes.
These gaps are especially evident in the west and the need for an assessment
of the urban dimension of prairie history is obvious. Recent reviews of
western Canadian history indicate that urban studies has not yet achieved
a place of equality beside such areas as political, ethnic, native, or labour
history. One of The main reasons for this is that, unlike these areas of study,
the writing of urban history most often begins with a local situation and
local history; unfortunately, it rarely attracts the attention of professional
scholars. Many of the studies of western towns and cities are primarily
accounts of local events with the emphasis on the greatness and uniqueness
of community achievements. Often written to commemorate an anniver-
sary, these pleasant volumes usually do not go beyond the chronicling of
events, The authors rarely ask meaningful questions about the process of
urbanization, content through elaborate accounts of the first settlers to
establish ties with a glorious past. This is not to say that these volumes are
not useful in the search for historical understanding; they are. The “anti-
quarian” writers base their work on the assumption that specific towns
and cities have distinct personalities, and this is a tradition that still has
value. As well, these studies serve as valuable sources in their own right.
They provide an outline of past events and a place to begin study. Any
professional historian interested in a given community has a marked ad-
vantage if he finds one or more accounts prepared by the local anniversary
committee or by other groups or individuals.

For all its value, however, most antiquarian local history remains paro-
chial and in an age when the purpose of history is no longer to glorify the
past but to enable a society to understand itself, new approaches are
necessary. A more sophisticated methodology must be adopted, one that
includes more interpretation and analysis of historical events, exploration
into the causes and processes of social change, the study of the relationship
among the several dimensions of human experience (political, economic,
social, demographic, and spatial), and the use of the relevant tools and



concepts developed by the social sciences. In addition, the urban historian
has to be concerned with the historical process of urbanization, a process
which envelopes an enormous range of places, not only within one country,
but across the face of the globe. The challenge is to relate this complex
process to the specific experience of particular places; to use the particular-
ity of place to illustrate the generalities of the process and vice versa.
Urban historians must take a town or city and explain its present condition
in terms of the historical forces that have put it there, thus providing a
measure of understanding of the way in which people attempt to order
their lives and to participate in the decisions that give a particular place a
style, form, and direction. In this way local history ceases to be parochial
and becomes part of a larger story.

In western Canadian terms, the study of urban development serves
many purposes. It not only broadens our understanding of the general
process of urbanization, but it deepens our understanding of the com-
plexities of regional development. The urban frontier was one of the vital
elements in Canada’s western expansion. Towns and cities introduced a
dynamic and aggressive element into the west and played a key role in
transforming a sparsely settled fur-trading expanse into a settled and well-
integrated region. In this process, the interdependent relationship of city
and countryside was clearly evident. The rapidity and degree of prairie
urbanization was closely tied to agricultural and transportation technology,
for the very existence of towns and cities depended upon the ability of the
rural population to produce a surplus beyond its immediate needs and to
move the product to markets. But it was the urban centres that were the
driving forces behind many of the dramatic changes that occurred on the
prairies in the six decades following confederation.

The Pre-Urban Era

The process of prairie urban development in the years before 1930 can
best be outlined by examining it in four distinguishable phases. The first
was a pre-urban stage that lasted for almost two centuries, ending only in
the early 1870s when a series of political decisions — Confederation, the
sale of Rupert’s Land by the Hudson’s Bay Company to the Dominion of
Canada, and the creation of the Province of Manitoba —— opened a new
era in western Canadian history. Prior to these dramatic events, the prairie
west had no urban centres. The economic base of the region was the
H.B.C. fur trade; any agriculture that was practised was at the subsistence
level. The only commercial centres were scattered H.B.C. posts managed
by a few traders and these could scarcely claim urban stature. In this pre-
railway age, settlement was associated with rivers and the various popula-
tion concentrations were linked only by boat or the Red River carts that
plied prairie fur trade trails.



Five settlements that began in this pre-urban age, however, were des-
tined to become towns and cities in the post-1870 period. At the eastern
terminus of the Carleton Trail were located the Red River Colony and
Fort Garry. The former had been begun by Lord Selkirk in 1811-1812;
the latter was established by the H.B.C. in 1835. Neither of these settle-
ments can be regarded as the basis for urban growth for the lack of
imrnigration and efficient linkages with the outside world resulted in very
slow development. It was not until the 1860s that events occurred which
soon led to the establishment of a distinct urban centre. During this decade
a small commercial centre named Winnipeg emerged near Upper Fort
Garry to compete with the Company in servicing incoming plains traders
and supplying the needs of the Red River Colony. By 1870, Winnipeg,
consisted of a few frame structures and some 100 inhabitants and offered
a number of services, several hotels and specialized retail outlets.

Across the Red River from Winnipeg was the St. Boniface mission. It
had been established in 1818 by two Quebec priests and it soon became
one of the most urbane communities on the prairies. Catholic missionaries
from central Canada erected a chapel and a school in 1818 and by 1827
the latter was well established and on its way to becoming the College of
St. Boniface. By 1870, the population of this settlement was approaching
800 —- far exceeding that of Winnipeg.

To the west, along the banks of the Assiniboine River, was Portage la
Prairie, established as a mission in 1853. An H.B.C. trading post was
erected at the site in 1856 but neither mission nor fort attracted a con-
centration of settlement. Although all trade for the western area passed
through Portage, the settlement was in most respects an offshoot of the
settlement at Fort Garry. To the west and north of Portage another mis-
sion and H.B.C. post were located in close proximity; both Prince Albert
Mission and Fort Albert were established in 1866. By 1870, there were
approximately 100 inhabitants dispersed along the banks of the North
Saskatchewan River but no service centre nucleus had yet developed. At
the western terminus of the Carleton Trail and also on the banks of the
North Saskatchewan River was Edmonton House, one of the H.B.C.’s
most important entrepdts. This fort acted as a collection centre for furs
for the Saskatchewan District and the distribution centre for goods from
Winnipeg. The population of Edmonton House was approximately 150 by
Confederation, although this size belied its administrative and distributive
importance.

By 1870, then, the prairie west contained only a few settlements. The
entire population of the region was about 70,000 and virtually none of
these people could be counted as urban dwellers. Change was in the air,
however, and during the next three decades the fur trading economy with
its few small posts was replaced by a commercial agricultural economy
organized by and around numerous villages, towns, and cities.



The Formative Years, 1871-1901

Between 1871 and 1901, the population of the prairies jumped from
70,000 to more than 400,000, and almost twenty per cent lived in urban
centres with populations exceeding 1,000 (Appendix, Table I). By this
date, too, the region had three incorporated cities, twenty-five towns,
and fifty-seven villages. More than eighteen of these centres had popula-
tions exceeding 1,000, six had populations exceeding 5,000, and one had
a population in excess of 40,000 (Appendix, Tables II, III, IV).

The reasons for this substantial growth in the number of urban centres
are complex and cannot be adequately analysed here. It can be noted,
however, that while such factors as the state of agricultural and transpor-
tation technology, federal policy toward the west, and general economic
conditions were of substantial significance, so too, were the actions of
prairie urban residents. Acting as individuals or as groups, people had a
crucial impact on the shape of the prairie urban system and on the growth
rate of villages, towns and cities, If prairie leaders had held different
beliefs and adopted different growth strategies than they did, prairie urban
development would have followed patterns quite unlike those which are
described here. In other words, prairie urban development cannot be ex-
plained entirely or satisfactorily in terms of the usual factors of site and
situation. Only in a very limited sense do these impersonal factors explain
growth, especially in the initial decades of urban development. The phys-
ical and economic environments are inert and unimportant until human
effort is applied to them. Urban centres or regions do not grow in the
organic sense of the word; they are, rather, the product of tens of thousands
of individual and group decisions. These decisions are, in turn, a product
of a particular cultural milieu and reflect the biases and knowledge of the
actors.

Among the strongest biases of prairie urban residents was the belief
that railroads were an essential ingredient for growth. The Manitoba Free
Press stated this widely shared belief bluntly in December 1873: “The
two great wants of this country are railroads and settlers. The former is
necessary to secure the latter.” Consequently, community leaders spared
no effort in attempting to attract railways to their particular location, and
for good reason. Virtually all the centres that sprang up or grew signif-
icantly in this second era of development were located on railway lines or
in the path of projected lines (see Map I). The fact was that the 1870s
were the beginning of a new era in which subsistence agriculture was
replaced by the production of agricultural surplus for export. The devel-
opment of commercial agriculture —— indeed, the mere anticipation of
it —— brought about the rise of centres of distribution. The reciprocal
relationship between town and country was clear. As Paul Voisey has
noted:



The Prairie pioneer was no self-sufficient farmer but an agri-
cultural industrialist engaged in commercial trading. He
produced a large surplus of grain and was a heavy consumer of
manufactured goods. He needed grain shipping depots, farm
implements, hardware goods, wagons, harnesses, lumber and
other supplies. He needed banking services to finance these
investments. He needed consumer goods that he could not
produce himself: clothing and staple foodstuffs. As a result,
every rural community needed a town, both as a shipping
point that gathered surplus grain, and as a distribution point
that fanned manufactured goods back into the countryside.

To survive and to grow, incipient service centres needed capital, agri-
cultural hinterlands, and transportation connections. The most important
of these essentials for every aspiring metropolis was the railway. “Railways
and continually improving transportation were as essential as rain and sun
to progressive settlement on the Canadian prairie. Nearness to railways
and projected railways was of first importance to the settler.”

In the three decades following 1870, approximately 3,600 miles of
rail were laid in the prairie west. The most dramatic growth of settlement
occurred along the main line and branch lines of the Canadian Pacific
Railway, and among these settlements none grew as rapidly as Winnipeg.
The first railway reached Winnipeg in 1878, connecting the community
with St. Paul and Chicago. By 1883, the C.P.R. stretched north of the
Great Lakes to link Winnipeg with eastern Canada, and two years later the
first transcontinental line was complete. Winnipeg was also a focal point
for several branch lines in Manitoba and together these external and internal
linkages contributed to its growth and dominance. By 1881, Winnipeg’s
population was 8,000 and during the next decade it more than tripled.
Wholesaling was organized during these years and with the increase of
towns and service centres in the prairie west Winnipeg merchants were
soon establishing branch offices. Financial, retail and merchandising
operations also increased in number. In 1881-1882, Winnipeg experienced
a tremendous real estate boom and although it soon collapsed, real growth
did take place and the initial physical infrastructure of an urban centre ——
railways, hotels, warehouses, offices, stores —— had been acquired. By the
early 1880s, Winnipeg was firmly established as the dominant western
urban centre.

Elsewhere in Manitoba, new centres appeared and older centres grew,
although nowhere was change as substantial as in Winnipeg. St. Boniface
was incorporated as a town in 1883 but, given its proximity to Winnipeg,
was to remain in that city’s shadow in subsequent years. Portage la Prairie
grew more rapidly and established itself as a secondary centre. Incorpo-



rated as a town in 1880 and situated on the main line of the C.P.R.,
Portage grew steadily in the early part of the decade and by 1901 was the
third largest settlement in Manitoba. The second largest town was Brandon.
Established by the C.P.R. in 1881 and incorporated as a city in 1882
(with a population of 3,000), this centre was evidence of the magic of
railways. It was known to most westerners that the C.P.R. would establish
a divisional point some 100 miles west of Winnipeg. But when speculators
attempted to sell a proposed town site to the C.P.R. for what the company
felt was an unreasonable sum, the company simply moved two miles west
and created the instant town of Brandon. When other incipient centres
tried to compete with the new boom town they were destined to fail since
no one was going to buy lots in a town where the train did not stop. The
C.P.R. thus became a significant prairie town builder and the Brandon
story was repeated many times.

Two other Manitoba centres also learned of the power of the railway
during these years, but with less pleasant results than Brandon. Emerson
(the former site of Pembina) was surveyed in 1874 when it was believed
that its intervening location between Winnipeg and out-of-province centres
would guarantee its future. Its rail connection with Winnipeg and the
anticipation of further branch line connections led to the incorporation of
Emerson as a town in 1880 and by the spring of 1882 it had a population
of 2,500 and was thriving as the supply base of southwestern Manitoba.
But when a railway was constructed to Morris and Morden, by-passing
Emerson, the town’s growth halted and a long period of population decline
set in. By 1886 Emerson was a dull place with empty warehouses and
stores, and vacant homes. People had simply left to establish businesses in
the new towns along the C.P.R.’s Pembina branch.

Selkirk’s early history was similar, although its story is more dramatic
since it had hoped to become the hub of railway operations in the west.
Until 1880 it was the plan of the C.P.R. to cross the Red River at Selkirk,
not at Winnipeg, placing the former community on the main line and
excluding the latter. This anticipation caused a surge of growth in Selkirk
until the Winnipeg business community marshalled their forces and suc-
ceeded in having the decision changed. Thus, when the C.P.R, crossed the
Red River at Winnipeg, Selkirk had to be content with remaining the
centre of steamboat, lumbering and fishing operations on Lake Winnipeg,
It was, at best, a poor second prize. By 1901 Selkirk’s population was
barely 2,000.

The rise and growth of towns and cities in the rest of the prairie west in
this era was also closely related to railways. The most dramatic growth
occurred along the C.P.R. main line where the towns of Regina, Moose
Jaw, Swift Current, Medicine Hat, and Calgary suddenly came to life. Few
other western urban centres illustrated the power of the C.P.R. so well as
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did Regina. It possessed no natural advantages as a townsite since it was
situated on the treeless plain with only the meandering Pile of Bones
(Wascana) Creek as a nearby source of water. As well, the site had not
previously possessed any commercial importance; until 1882 the nearest
settlement was the H.B.C. post on the Qu’Appelle Lakes, thirty-five miles
to the northeast. Yet by 1883 Regina was incorporated as a town and by
1888 it claimed a population of 1,400.

The C.P.R.’s ability to control townsite selection and land sales on the
prairies was well-known. The choice of Regina, however, was not unchal-
lenged. In 1882, Edgar Dewdney, federally appointed Lieutenant-Governor
of the North West Territories, was authorized to select a site for a new
capital to replace Battleford on the now abandoned northern route of the
C.P.R. Earlier, Dewdney and several colleagues had purchased several
sections of the H.B.C. land adjacent to the route of the C.P.R. and, not
surprisingly, it was alleged that he had been influenced by his investments
and not by the merits of the site. The C.P.R., rarely outmanoeuvred in
such matters, located its station two miles from the Dewdney property
and since the railway station was always a focal point in a new settlement,
its land sales soon outstripped its rivals. The Lieutenant-Governor retaliated
by pressuring Ottawa to establish all public buildings on his land, but
without much success. At the urging of the C.P.R., the customs office,
post office, and dominion land office were all located near the station and
it was here that the centre of the new city remained. The C.P.R. also struck
back at Dewdney by situating its divisional point forty miles to the west
at Moose Jaw and this move cancelled hopes for branch line construction
out of Regina and dampened its chances for future growth. Some growth
did take place, however, since by the end of 1882 Regina had a population
of “around 800 or 900.” There was little settlement in Regina’s hinterland
though and the town functioned mainly as an administrative centre and
shipping point rather than as a service centre. By 1901 it was still a small
town with a population of only 2,249,

The complicated manoeuvres of Dewdney and the C.P.R. spurred the
rise of Moose Jaw, although unlike Regina, Moose Jaw possessed natural
advantages. The site on the Moose Jaw Creek had long been used by the
Indians for camping and it was situated on several well-used trails. Thus,
in anticipation of the railway passing through the Moose Jaw region,
prospective settlers and speculators located in the area in July, 1881. But
it was the actual arrival of the C.P.R. the next year that changed Moose
Jaw within a matter of months from an outpost on a lonely trail to a
bustling prairie boom town of tents, shacks, and small stores, By 1884
Moose Jaw was incorporated as a town with a population of about 700.
In the next fifteen years, however, Moose Jaw grew slowly; by 1901 it had
a population of but 1,557. Like most other prairie communities, Moose
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Jaw suffered from the slowness of settlement in the region in these years,
but evidence exists to suggest that the town’s citizens themselves did not
always do all that they could to promote and develop their own community.

Swift Current and Medicine Hat were also in large part products of the
C.P.R.; both were chosen as divisional points by the company and during
the 1880s and 1890s the C.P.R. payroll sustained the hamlets, Swift
Current’s growth was painfully slow. By 1901, it had a population ——
according to the federal census —— of a mere 121 and did not obtain
village status until 1904, Medicine Hat developed slightly more rapidly; it
became avillage in 1894 and a town in 1898 and by 1901 had a population
of 1,570. By turn of the century, however, both communities were still
waiting for substantial development to take place.

In contrast to these communities, Calgary’s growth was remarkable.
For Calgary, at the junction of the Bow and Elbow Rivers, was chosen by
the North West Mounted Police in 1875 and soon H.B.C. and other traders
clustered under the protective wing of the law to form the settlement
first known as the Elbow. In the next seven years, the community acted
as a focal point linking the fur trade of the north with American distrib-
uting centres, and by 1881 it had a population of about 100. In the next
two years, however, dramatic growth occurred with the approach and,
in August 1883, the arrival of the C.P.R. line. The railroad changed
Calgary from a police post to an urban centre as the power of the C.P.R.
was again demonstrated. The company, rather than locating its station
on or near the site of the fort, where a nucleus of permanently settled
residents existed, chose a spot three quarters of a mile west of the fort.
Despite objections, Calgary businessmen soon followed and many even
moved their buildings nearer the station. By 1884, incorporation as a
town was secured and Calgary’s continued survival and growth seemed
assured, In the next few years it quickly grew to become the dominant
urban centre on the western plains,

The construction of the main line of the C.P.R. also spawned a number
of other, smaller communities during these crucial years. But for most
settlements off the main line the period was one of stagnation or decline.
Only those that received branch lines, or had other sources of growth,
experienced progress. South of Calgary, Lethbridge experienced slow but
steady growth. Between 1882 and 1890 the various enterprises incorpo-
rated by Sir Alexander Galt established several collieries near Lethbridge
and constructed two railways, one to the C.P.R. mainline near Medicine
Hat, the other to the Great Northern railway at Great Falls, Montana.
During peak periods the Galt companies employed as many as a thousand
workers, creating a transient male-dominant population and a local
economy entirely dependent upon the companies. The railways, however,

12



were subsidized by the federal government with nearly a million acres of
land located south of Lethbridge and when the acreage proved too dry for
agricultural settlement elaborate irrigation works were constructed, a proj-
ect completed by 1900. Once irrigated, the lands attracted a large number
of settlers and thereby transformed Lethbridge from a mere dormitory for
the mines to a service centre for its agricultural hinterland. By 1901,
shortly after the Crowsnest Pass Railway was built, the incorporated town
of Lethbridge had a population of 2,072 —— the third largest centre in
what was soon to become the province of Alberta.

To the north, Edmonton experienced virtually no growth in the 1880s.
With the completion of the main line to Calgary, Edmonton lost much of
its function as the depot for the northern fur trading posts. Future pros-
pects brightened considerably in July, 1891, however, when the Calgary
and Edmonton Railway reached a point across the river from Edmonton,
But when the C. & E.R. announced that its northern terminus would
remain across the river from Edmonton, the decision gave rise to the rival
community of Strathcona. During the next decade the rivalry between the
two incipient urban centres was constant. Although Edmonton’s growth
continued to surpass that of Strathcona, the prize of northern metropolitan
status was still in some doubt by 1901.

Like Edmonton, other pre-railway settlements experienced difficult
times in the 1880s and 1890s. In anticipation of being on the main route

of the C.P.R. until 1881, immigrants moved into the northern prairies in
considerable numbers. The re-routing of the line, however, slowed growth
considerably and although a townsite was laid out around the Prince
Albert Mission in 1882, incorporation as a town did not come until 1885,
At the end of that year, with the Riel Rebellion over, Prince Albert settled
into a dull existence as a frontier town 200 miles from the nearest railway.
There were few signs of progress in the late 1880s although a Board of
Trade was established in 1887; more numerous and conspicuous were the
signs of decline, including a drop in population. Despair among the
citizens of Prince Albert yielded to confidence only in 1889 when the first
sod was turned on the Qu’Appelle, Long Lake and Saskatchewan Railroad.
This colonization railway, incorporated in 1883, finally reached Prince
Albert in September, 1890. In large part as a result of this linkage, Prince
Albert was able to experience modest progress during the 1890s,

The construction of the Qu’Appelle, Long Lake and Saskatchewan
Railway also had a significant impact on another prairie community, The
site of Saskatoon was chosen in 1882 by the Temperance Colonization
Society, which acquired a grant of some 300,000 acres in a block traversing
the South Saskatchewan River. By August, 1883, a townsite had been laid
out and settlers began to arrive. The provisioning of the settlers was at
first carried out from Medicine Hat, via the South Saskatchewan River,
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but the hopes of the society to develop a strong and rapidly growing
community did not materialize, There were several reasons, Transporta-
tion problems existed from the outset; the South Saskatchewan River was
difficult to navigate because of its shallow water and numerous shoals and,
although railways got closer to the colony, they passed to the south and
channeled prospective settlers away from Saskatoon. The colony was saved
from probable extinction when the Qu’Appelle, Long Lake and Saskatch-
ewan Railway, building its line from Regina to Prince Albert, passed
through Saskatoon. But, though the railway was fundamental to
Saskatoon’s continued existence, it did not in the 1890s bring about
rapid development. By 1901, the settlement still only had a population
of about 100,

While Prince Albert and Saskatoon received second prize in the railway
stakes of this era —— branch lines rather than location on the main line ——
another community not only received no rail connection, it lost another
prize as well. Battleford was established in 1874 as a camp for the survey
parties working on the line of the proposed trans-continental railway. In
1875, surveyors and contractors located their permanent headquarters
and supply depot near the mouth of the Battle River and threw up a
collection of roughly constructed log huts with mudded walls and thatched
roofs. This primitive work camp on the flats acquired status only in
October, 1876, when the Canadian government chose it as the capital of
the North West Territories. Within a year the lieutenant-governor’s
mansion, residences for the judiciary and court officials, and barracks for
the N.W_M.P. were under construction. Battleford’s future seemed assured
and land values and construction boomed.

Two decisions soon changed this bright future to a bleak one.
Battleford’s status as capital of the territories and as mounted police post,
its location on the route of the C.P.R. as surveyed by Sandford Flemming in
the early 1870s, and its fertile countryside, attracted the settlers who
arrived in the area in the 1870s and 1880s. There was thus great disap-
pointment when the C.P.R. was built through the southern prairies
instead of along the North Saskatchewan River. It was a long cart haul
from the nearest point on the railway. Further, in order to facilitate
governmental administration the capital of the territories was moved to a
site on the railway. Although the selection of Regina was not confirmed
until March 1883, instructions to ship government house furniture were
received by local civil servants in October, 1882. Together, these two
decisions drastically changed Battleford’s immediate future and for two
decades the town only survived; it did not prosper. Population grew
slowly and it was only in 1899 that village status was secured.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the railways had opened the
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prairiec west to settlement and the basic outline of the region’s urban
pattern had emerged (see Map I). It was, however, an outline that still
needed to be filled in; a process that occurred with great rapidity in the
years after the turn of the century.

The Boom Years, 1901 - 1914

The period between 1900 and 1914 stands in sharp contrast with the
previous era. The pre-1900 era was, at best, a period of slow progress.
The subsequent era was one of dramatic growth and prosperity. After
decades of hesitation, the prairie west suddenly began to realize the
potential that so many Canadians had long believed it possessed. A number
of important events in widely disparate areas occurred which, when taken
together, propelled the prairie west forward. The problems of farming in
a semi-arid region were, by 1900, largely solved and the future of prairie
agriculture at last seemed assured. Under the direction of an expansive
new federal government headed by Wilfrid Laurier, immigrants poured
into the region in record numbers. Railways were built on an extensive
scale; almost 7,000 miles of track were laid in the prairie west between
1901 and 1913, increasing the mileage in the region to well over 10,000.
In addition to the construction of numerous locally and provincially
sponsored lines, the C.P.R. constructed branch lines and two new trans-
continental railways —— the Canadian Northern and the Grand Trunk
Pacific —— rapidly found their way across the prairies, Capital for these
and other projects was readily available at low interest rates. There were
important political changes as well. The North West Territories received
responsible government in 1897; in 1905 the provinces of Alberta and
Saskatchewan were created; and in 1912 Manitoba’s boundaries were
extended.

The expansion and consolidation of prairie settlement was both aided
by and reflected in the growth of villages, towns, and cities. The rapid
urban growth of the period was apparent in four significant trends. First,
a filling in process occurred as the prairie region quickly became dotted
with hundreds of new urban centres (see Maps 2, 3, and 4). Most were
fairly small service centres which were often founded before farmers
arrived in the area or else developed simultaneously with the influx of
rural pioneers, These communities usually began with a train station, a
grain elevator, and a general store. As soon as settlers moved onto nearby
homesteads, attracted both by available land and the urban centre itself,
the general store was duplicated and then supplemented by more special-
ized businesses such as a lumber yard, hardware store, blacksmith shop,
harness and wagon business, an implement dealer, and a bank. Rapid
population growth soon led to the construction of a post office, schools
and churches; the establishment of a newspaper and a Board of Trade; and,
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sooner or later, to incorporation as a village, town, or city. Finally, other
less essential services appeared: barber shops, pool halls, hotels and beer
parlors, cafés, and real estate offices. This pattern of development was
repeated again and again. Between the censuses of 1901 and 1916, the
number of incorporated cities increased from three to seventeen: incor-
porated towns from twenty-five to 150; and incorporated villages from
fifty-seven to 423.

In addition to the rise of new centres, communities already in exis-
tence by 1901 experienced substantial growth in the next decade. In
Manitoba, Winnipeg strengthened its hold as the province’s, and region’s,
chief metropolis. A medium-sized centre in 1901, it had become the
country’s third largest city by 1913 with a population of about 150,000
(Appendix, Table V). Brandon and St. Boniface also more than doubled
their population in these years while other Manitoba towns and cities
experienced rapid but less spectacular growth (Appendix, Table II). In
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon emerged after 1901 to become a focal point for
growth in the rich agricultural belt of central Saskatchewan. In rapid
succession it was incorporated as a village, town, and city and by 1911
was the third largest centre in the province. Regina, as provincial capital,
retained its dominant position as the chief city of the province while
Moose Jaw, Prince Albert, and Yorkton expanded as sub-regional supply
centres (Appendix, Table I1I). The changes in Alberta, however, were the
most dramatic. In 1901, Calgary and Edmonton were the most populous
places in what was soon to become the province of Alberta, but they were
still small service centres, not all that different from many others in the
western interior., By 1913, it was clear that they were to have no compe-
tition as the dominant centres of economic activity in the newly formed
province. Calgary continued to have an edge over Edmonton, but the
latter city’s success in becoming the provincial capital in 1905 and in
absorbing rival Strathcona in 1911, brought the northern metropolis added
prominence in the years immediately before the Great War. Between
Edmonton and Calgary, only Wetaskiwin and Red Deer reached city status
during these years but their growth paled in comparison to the two major
centres. South of Calgary, however, Lethbridge and Medicine Hat ex-
panded their roles as service centres for Southern Alberta (Appendix,
Table V).

The growth that took place during this decade was, in part, a result of
aggressive promotion on the part of civic leaders. Despite the early
prominence of Winnipeg, the boosters of other prairie communities opti-
mistically envisioned their village or town becoming the pre-eminent
metropolis of the prairies. There was, as a result, virtually no cooperation
among prairie communities in their dealings with the railways, eastern
industry, the federal government, or almost any other “outside” force.
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Each centre zealously competed with the others for economic advantage
and prestige. Commenting on this phenomenon, one observer noted in
1915 that:

[Western cities had not_] quite reached that secure position
in which a community can afford to say unpleasant things
about itself . ... If Edmonton discovers that it has unemploy-
ment, the cry is at once ‘Come to Calgary!” ‘Invest in Calgary
industries!” ‘Buy Calgary lots!” If Calgary finds it has slum
conditions, Edmonton is ready to profit by the opportunity;
Regina pounces with joy on any evil spoken of Saskatoon;
and the drift of capital and labour may really be affected.
Therefore in each city all citizens possessing property are in a
conspiracy of silence, or rather unite in so hearty a chorus on
the glories of their city and district that no other sound can be
heard in the neighbourhood.

But while there was a noted lack of co-operation among prairie centres,
there was a high degree of unity within each city among the boosters.
To prairie townsmen, not to be a booster —— not to be part of the team ——
showed both a lack of community spirit and a lack of business sense.
Boosting was essential to progress and prosperity; good citizenship and
boosting were synonymous. Successful boosting demanded both collab-
oration and trust in the pursuit of broad, common goals and priorities on
which everyone in the community could agree. An active and positive
attitude toward the community was expected and demanded of the “good
citizen”. As one pioneer Saskatoon merchant put it:

All were imbued with an optimism that Saskatoon was
destined to become an important centre., Newcomers in
business were welcomed and encouraged; everyone pulled
together to develop and boom the town; there were no petty
jealousies of one another. In fact there had already come to
life by [by 1904_] what has rightly been called “the Saska-

toon spirit™.

The Saskatoon Phoenix, in a 1903 statement typical of all prairie news-
papers during this period, warned residents that “knockers” would not
be tolerated:

Whenever you hear a person run down any enterprise in this
town, just put him down for a fool, a fossil, or a malicious
liar. Make no exception to this rule either because there is no
exception. Paste this in your hat until you have it indelibly
impressed on your memory, and whenever you hear a local
citizen trying to injure a home institution by talking against it,
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just size him up accordingly, cut him cold, and don’t be afraid
to show it. A cool headed and successful businessman will
push his town to the front at every opportunity, but a fool is

always working the other way,

While substantial growth occurred in virtually all prairie centres between
1900 and the Great War, one of the most spectacular developments was
the rise of the large prairie city. In 1900, with the exception of Winnipeg,
it was not altogether clear which prairie towns would expand to become
booming cities. By 1914, Regina, Calgary, Edmonton, and Saskatoon had
joined Winnipeg as the region’s dominant cities (Appendix, Table VI). The
growth of these metropolitan centres was a response both to massive rural
settlement and the rise of villages and towns, for just as farmers needed
service centres, so in turn towns needed cities. Large cities performed a
variety of specialized services. They acted as central shipping and distri-
bution points and were the location of such key facilities as railway
marshalling yards, round-houses, locomotive shops, grain terminals, stock-
yards, warehouses, and wholesale businesses. Cities also provided a
complex set of professional and commercial services in the offices of
engineers, architects, bankers, insurance and real estate agents, doctors,
lawyers, and accountants. The cities were the main repositories of skilled
and unskilled labourers, meeting the demands of farmers, railway contrac-
tors, bush camp operators, building contractors, and even village and town
councils. The cities’ functions included, as well, industrial activity. By
1911, Winnipeg was a major manufacturing centre and the other large
centres increased their production tremendously to manufacture com-
modities for the prairie market. Finally, it was in the cities that the
region’s political and legal institutions (legislatures, court houses, gov-
ernment offices) and educational institutions (universities, trade schools,
teacher’s colleges) were located. In short, by 1914 the prairies had five
fairly large and sophisticated cities. In a few short years, these commu-
nities had compressed a century or more of eastern urban growth and,
together with demographic dominance, displayed considerable power
over trade patterns, communications, and development processes in the
region, and exercised growing political, social and cultural influence.

As important as these achievements were to the leaders of prairie
cities, they did not satisfy their grand visions. In the years prior to 1914,
all five cities also underwent vast spatial expansions. Spurred on by
aggressive land developers and real estate agents, city councils brought
huge areas of land within their municipal boundaries and this “land
hunger” gave prairie cities a special status among Canada’s urban centres.
In 1921, four prairie cities — - Edmonton, Calgary, Saskatoon, and
Regina —— had the lowest population density ratios of Canada’s twenty
largest urban areas (Appendix, Table VII).
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The massive boundary extensions of these years were a product of the
boom psychology of the period and provide perhaps the best example
of the inflated notions of most community leaders. Large areas were
added to the cities far in advance of population pressure; instead, the
pressure came from local real estate interests. In every city vast chunks
of agricultural land were subdivided and offered for sale. In Saskatoon,
for example, there were only twenty-eight real estate firms in 1908; by
1912 there were 267 operating firms with land available for sale in no
less than 107 subdivisions. Despite the fact that over 5,900 acres had
just been added to the city in 1911, there were, in 1913, forty square
miles of agricultural land outside the city limits subdivided for intended
urban expansion. Had the real estate bubble not burst in 1913, Saskatoon
probably would have expanded its boundaries still further. In Calgary,
expansions were urged on by most of the city’s two thousand real estate
agents who, in 1912, operated out of 443 firms. And in Winnipeg in
1913 there was land for sale in no less than twenty subdivisions outside
the city limits. The Canadian Annual Review of 1913 summed up the
situation:

Through the Western Provinces . . . everybody had been
speculating in real estate, every village and town had been
anticipating the days when it would be a city or important
centre. Nearly everyone for a time had made money out of
selling properties to others in their locality, to the visitor or
investor trom abroad, to the speculator in another city, to
syndicates which further exploited the property or combination
of properties as Subdivisions, to the American sharper who
bought land for a trifle miles away from the centre of a town
and flooded Eastern or English newspapers with flashy ad-
vertisements of “‘a choice residential centre” close to such and
such a progressive town, or rising centre, or seat of future
railway and industrial development . . . . The whole thing
was ephemeral, a natural product of exotic progress, an
outgrowth of Western enthusiasm.

While urban spatial expansion and land promotion during the pre-
1914 period was based on highly inflated notions about future growth
rates, civic leaders did have considerable evidence to support their beliefs
since the fourth notable trend in this era was the rapid degree of urban-
ization. No other region of Canada experienced such vigorous urban
growth during any one decade as did the prairie provinces between 1901
and 1911. In gross terms, urban growth in the prairie region jumped
from 19.3 per cent of the total population in 1901 to 28.8 per cent in
1911, an increase of 9.5 per cent. While less than 100,000 persons lived
in urban centres in 1901, almost 400,000 could be so classified by 1911.
During this same period urban population growth in the Maritimes was
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only 6.5 per cent (26.5 to 32.7); in Quebec, 7.7 per cent (38.2 to 45.9); in
Ontario, 9.2 per cent (43.6 to 52.8); and in British Columbia, 4.5 per
cent (46.4 to 50.9) (Appendix, Table VIII). Of course, the region’s
relative newness had much to do with this rapid rate of urbanization.
Still, it did reflect that the prairie provinces were undergoing a massive
period of change and that the area’s urban centres were playing an inte-
gral part in the development of the region.

Decline and Consolidation, 1914-1930

1913 was a pivotal year in the history of prairie urban development.
Before lay prosperity and rapid growth; after came several decades of
relative stagnation and almost continual crisis. Although there were a
few short years of prosperity in the 1920s, the period from 1913 to 1930
can be characterized as one of either uncertainty or modest growth for
the region’s urban centres. This trend was apparent in a number of areas.
In national terms, the prairies switched from being the fastest to the
slowest growing region in the country in terms of urban concentration.
Between 1911 and 1931, the urban percentage of the prairie population
increased by only 3.4 per cent, while the increase was 16.4 per cent in
British Columbia, 12.5 per cent in Ontario, 13.8 per cent in Quebec, and
6.1 per cent in the Maritimes (Appendix, Table VIII).

This sharp decline took place within the context of general economic
difficulties. A severe recession in 1913 was followed by the dislocation of
war and a slow recovery; events that adversely affected the prairies’ urban
centres. The region’s villages, towns, and cities were far from booming
between 1913 and 1930. The recession that immediately preceded the
Great War coincided with the slowing down of the great western agricultur-
al expansion. The wheat economy —— with its commercial and transpor-
tation infrastructure and its main institutions —— was established and in
place. Filling in and investment in powered farm machinery was carried
onin the 1920s, but the scale and rate of expansion was at a much reduced
level. As V.C. Fowke notes: “The investment boom which had charac-
terized the early years of the twentieth century had exhausted itself by
1913, and serious economic difficulties faced Canada and the prairie
provinces as a result.,”” While the Great War created an artificial stimulus
that temporarily averted the effects of contraction in the growth rate,
the effects were felt in the years following the war. Economic distress
characterized the early 1920s; distress caused by inflation, a sharp recession,
and a prolonged drought.

In contrast to the early years of the decade, the later 1920s was a
period of relative prosperity and expansion. Contemporary observers
regarded the developments of three years as a continuation of the
conditions that had been interrupted by the recession of 1913 and the war.
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In terms of urban centres, there were several important developments
that received impetus from the comparative prosperity of the period after
1924, The major mechanical revolution that took place on prairie farms,
with horse driven machinery giving way to trucks, tractors, and harvester
combines, increased the dependence of farmers on urban services and
skills. It was in these years as well that the prairies’ road system was
developed, changing dramatically the relation of city and country. Similar-
ly, the aeroplane was beginning to give larger cities additional transporta-
tion links. The prairies, it seemed, were again on the road to rapid
expansion.

The similarities between the late 1920s and the pre-war boom, however,
were more apparent than real. Although many individual activities were
much the same as they had been before 1914, their collective significance
was vastly different. V.C. Fowke has analyzed this period:

Collectively the economic processes associated with the wheat
frontier had been of a magnitude before 1914 sufficient to
vitalize and integrate the entire Canadian economy and to
diffuse this economic vitality throughout the North Atlantic
trading area. In absolute quantities the immigration, occupa-
tion and improvement of land, and capital formation which
were associated with the wheat economy in the latter half of
the 1920s were smaller than before the war, In relative terms,
however, the dimunition was greater still, for other frontiers
[in northern Quebec and Ontario and in British Columbia ]
had meanwhile risen to prominence within the Dominion and
the wheat frontier was no longer of unique importance. Pos-
sibilities for agricultural settlement in western Canada were no
longer adequate to focus attention throughout the Dominion
or to serve as the integrating force within the Canadian econo-
my.

The impact these trends had on prairie urban centres was substantial.
In general terms, the population of the region’s cities grew by only 47.5
per cent between 1916 and 1931 (408,000 to 602,000), compared to an
increase of 684.6 per cent between 1901 and 1916 (52,000 to 408,000).
Towns grew by 30.5 per cent (121,000 to 158,000), compared to 278.0
per cent (32,000 to 121,000) in the earlier period. Villages increased by
only 64.5 per cent (76,000 to 125,000), compared to an increase of 300
per cent (19,000 to 76,000) between 1901 and 1916. The number of new
cities (2), towns (14), and villages (121) incorporated since 1916 was in
sharp contrast to the rapid increase in numbers in the earlier era. In terms
of the ranking of Canadian cities by size, several larger prairie cities
dropped to lower positions, including Winnipeg, Brandon, Portage la
Prairie, Regina, Moose Jaw and Yorkton.
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While some of the region’s cities declined in position relative to other
Canadian cities, none of them suffered an absolute loss in population
between 1911 and 1931. It was, rather, a period in which the larger
centres gradually gained population. Some of the region’s towns and
villages, however, actually lost citizens (Appendix, Tables II, 1II, IV).
These communities, and others that experienced very slow rates of growth,
were ones where prosperity largely depended upon supplying a restricted
agricultural hinterland that was floundering. In contrast, the region’s
larger cities, and especially such centres as Winnipeg, Regina, Calgary,
Edmonton, and Saskatoon, had reached the point where their extra-
provincial relations coupled with their intra-provincial services ensured
slow but steady growth.

The growth of the region’s cities between the peak of extensive
expansion in 1913 and the major economic crisis of the depression was
thus unremarkable. But there were important changes in the prairie urban
system that deserve notice, even if they were changes of ““degree’ rather
than of “kind”. Most important was the decline in Winnipeg’s metropol-
itan position as a result of several events, including the opening of the
Panama Canal in 1914 (which allowed Vancouver to penetrate the western
prairies); the diffusion of Winnipeg’s commercial functions in the wheat
economy with the formation of provincial wheat pools in the 1920s
(dispersing control and income from Winnipeg head offices of the private
grain trade); the erosion of the city’s preferential freight rate structures
(resulting in the gradual take-over by other prairie cities of some of the
commercial and supply functions formerly centred on the city); and a
decline in the importance of grain and an increase in such non-grain
products as meat, butter and cheese (areas where Winnipeg’s metropolitan
position was challenged by other prairie cities). All these changes dimin-
ished Winnipeg’s financial and commercial hinterland but they did not
presage any major alterations in the basic prairie urban system. While
there was a gradual westward shift in urban population, and while the role
of other prairie cities in the region grew at the expense of Winnipeg, the
urban structure in place by 1913 — with Winnipeg at its apex —— main-
tained a high degree of stability through to and beyond 1930.

In spite of this stability, the onset of drought and depression in 1929-
1930 marked the end of an era for prairie urban development. Although
dramatic urban growth in the region had ended as early as 1913, contem-
poraries had continued to hope —— indeed believe —— throughout the
1910s and 1920s that prosperity would soon return. In particular, the short
periods of prosperity in the 1920s were seen as the beginning of a new
surge of growth. The depression, however, soon dimmed the hopes of even
the most optimistic. By the mid-1930s, prairie urban centres were concen-
trating, for the first time in their history, on survival, not growth.
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TABLE I

RURAL AND URBAN (a) POPULATION GROWTH IN THE
NORTH WEST TERRITORIES AND PRAIRIE PROVINCES, 1871-1931

(in thousands)

Northwest Territories Manitoba Total Prairies
Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban o Urban
1871 48 — 25 - 73 - 0
1881 56 — 52 10 108 10 8
1891 95 4 111 41 206 45 18

Alberta Saskatchewan
Rural Urban Rural Urban

1901 61 12 86 6 192 64 339 81 19.3
1911 264 110 413 80 269 193 946 383 28.8
1921 411 177 630 128 341 269 1,382 574 29.3
1931 504 228 735 187 357 343 1,596 758 32,2

Notes:(a) In 1871, 1881, and 1891, the urban category includes all incorporated
villages, towns, and cities, regardless of size, From 1901-1931, urban
population includes incorporated cities, towns, and villages of 1,000 and
over and incorporated municipalities of this size range surrounding the
larger cities which were later defined as parts of the census metropolitan
areas.

Sources: Census of Canada, 1931; and Census of Canada, 1956 —— ‘‘Analytical
Report: Rural and Urban Population,” p. 26.
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73

77

97

110

1901

Montreal
Toronto
Québec
Ottawa
Hamilton
WINNIPEG
Halifax

Saint John
London
Vancouver
Victoria
Kingston
Brantford
Hull

Windsor
Sherbrooke
Guelph
Charlottetown
Trois-Riviéres

CALGARY
EDMONTON
REGINA

SASKATOON

TABLE V
Rank of Selected Canadian Cities by Size, 1901-1931

1911

Montreal
Toronto
WINNIPEG
Vancouver
Ottawa
Hamilton
Québec
Halifax
London
CALGARY
Saint John
Victoria
REGINA
EDMONTON
Brantford
Kingston
Peterborough
Hull

Windsor

SASKATOON

36

1921

Montreal
Toronto
WINNIPEG
Vancouver
Hamilton
Ottawa
Québec
CALGARY
London
EDMONTON
Halifax

Saint John
Victoria
Windsor
REGINA
Brantford
SASKATOON
Verdun

Hull

1931

Montreal
Toronto
Vancouver
WINNIPEG
Hamilton
Quebec
Ottawa
CALGARY
EDMONTON
LLondon
Windsor
Verdun
Halifax
REGINA
Saint John
SASKATOON
Victoria
Trois-Riviéres
Kitchener
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City

Montreal
Toronto
Winnipeg
Vancouver
Hamilton
Ottawa
Quebec
Calgary
London
Edmonton
Halifax
Saint John
Victoria
Windsor
Regina
Brantford
Saskatoon
Verdun
Hull
Sherbrooke

by Size by Density Population

0 -1 O h B LD D e

L S L e il e i i i i
O oo ~1 Oy bn o D o= O ND
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TABLE VII

Area and Density of Population
of Canada’s Twenty Largest Cities, 1921

RANK

618,506
521,893
179,087
117,217
114,151
107,843
95,193
63,305
60,959
58,821
58,372
47,166
38,727
38,591
34,432
29.440
25,739
25,001
24,117
23,515

Source: Census of Canada, 1921, Vol. 1.

38

Land area
in sq. miles

50.24
25.89
23.22
16.89
12.11
6.44
8.84
40.50
10.03
42.50
6.72
14.31
7.25
4.26
13.17
4.93
12.50
2.22
6.25
4.85

Population

per
sq. mile

12,311
20,158
7.712
6,703
9,426
16,745
10,768
1,563
6,077
1,384
8.686
3.296
5,341
9,058
2,614
5.972
2,059
11,262
3.859
4,848



TABLE VIII

Per Cent of Population Urban (a) in
Canada’s Regions, 1901-1931

REGION 1901
British

Columbia 46.4
Prairies 19.3
Ontario 43.6
Quebec 38.2
Maritimes 26.2

Notes: (a) See definition in Table IV, note (a).

1911

1921

50.9 (4.5)(b) 56.1(5.2)

28.8 (9.5)
52.8(9.2)
45.9 (7.7)
32.7 (6.5)

29.3 (0.5)
60.7 (7.9)
52.0 (4.1)
37.9 (5.2)

1931

67.3(11.2)
32.2( 2.9)
65.3 ( 4.6)
59.7( 7.7)
38.9( 1.0)

(b) Bracketed figures represent per cent increase for decade.

Source: Census of Canada, 1956 — “‘Analytical Report —— Rural and Urban

Population,” p. 26.
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