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What does agriculture have to do with 
urbanization?   

LEARNING source agriculture HISTORIES

early connections between farmers and cities

Clifford Sifton, Minister of the Interior from 1896 to 1905, promoted 
the immigration of farmers to the western prairies. The wave of 
immigrants who came to Canada resulted in the establishment of 
homesteads and farms. 

In some ways, however, these immigrant farmers were also an 
important factor in the growth of cities. Although many farmers 
came to the prairies, other Europeans who did not have the skills 	
to farm also came — and many ended up settling in cities. 

Those who came with the intent to farm, but were not successful, 
either ended up providing unskilled labour on farms or looked to 
growing cities for other opportunities. 

 Clifford Sifton’s role 
Sir Clifford Sifton strongly believed that sturdy European immigrants were 
the best settlers for the challenging Prairies, because of their familiarity 
with agriculture, rural lifestyles, and harsh climates. He is best known for 
his statement that “a stalwart peasant in a sheep-skin coat, born on the 
soil, whose forefathers have been farmers for ten generations, with a stout 
wife and a half dozen children, is a good quality.” Sifton disliked the idea 
of urban populations settling the Prairies, for they would congregate in 
cities, instead of developing Prairie homesteads. Instead, he promoted the 
immigration of groups like the Ukrainians, Hungarians, and Mennonites over 
the more ethnically “desirable” British immigrants.

Thanks to intensive advertising and international immigration agencies 
after 1867, foreign populations began to settle the Prairies. These 
immigrants fostered distinct ethno-cultural pockets and diverse industries 
in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta. The population in the West 
exploded; Winnipeg grew from a city of 20 000 in 1886, to 150,000 in 1911.
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Europeans  from Eastern Europe 
(Russians, Polish and Ukrainians), 
Western Europe and Scandinavia were 
part of the early wave of immigrants in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s. What have 
you learned about these immigrants?  
Describe one example.    
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railways and urbanization 

The activities of railway companies were one of the most important 
factors in the urbanization of the prairies. Before 1870, the largest 
centres of population were Hudson’s Bay Company posts. The 
two largest were Fort Edmonton and Fort Garry – later to become 
Winnipeg. They were located close to the shorelines of rivers. Most 
transportation was by steamship. These rivers froze in the winter 
and many flowed to the Arctic. 

When railways expanded 
across the prairies, the 
population of these 
centres grew and whole 
new towns developed — 
such as Brandon, Virden, 
Moosomin, Regina, Moose 
Jaw, Swift Current, 
Medicine Hat, Calgary 
and many others. Towns 
grew because there were 
hundreds of new farming 
communities that sprung 
up as migrants flowed into 
the west.  

Between 1870 and 1916, the 
activities of these farmers 
changed dramatically. Many farmers produced a surplus of grain. 
They started to need more manufactured goods that they could 
not produce themselves — things like farm implements, wagons, 
harnesses, lumber, hardware goods, clothing and food items. 

As a result, towns grew to provide a shipping point for farmer’s 
surplus grains, and the banks, stores and supply depots they needed 
to live and work. 

This growth of towns and services was based on the activities of 
farmers — without farmers, early prairie towns had no reason to 
exist. Urbanization of the prairies was really about agriculture. 

The Railway Map of Western 
Canada was published by 
Theodore Seyler, the “Map Man,” 
in Calgary in 1913. It shows railway 
lines that ran across Alberta and 
into BC and Saskatchewan. Can 
you locate Calgary and Edmonton 
on the map? What do you notice 
about the towns identified on the 
map? 

Map: Library and Archives Canada/NMC5459

Information from Voisey, P.  (1975). The Urbanization of the Canadian Prairies, 1871-1916. Histoire 
sociale / Social History Vol. 8 No. 15: Online. https://hssh.journals.yorku.ca/index.php/hssh/article/
view/40790/36971 

https://hssh.journals.yorku.ca/index.php/hssh/article/view/40790/36971
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signs of urbanization 

Urbanization had already brought changes to cities and farms in the 
eastern provinces in the early 1900s. 

	6 More people in the cities increased the demand for market 
gardening — farms that grew 
vegetables and berries — close 
to cities. 

	6 It created a demand for 
different crops, including 
orchard farms. 

	6 Dairy and beef cattle farms 
also grew, which resulted in 
more demand for feed grains. 

	6 The prairie farms were looked 
to as a source of some of 
these feed grains. 

The land that was granted to the 
CPR on either side of the railway 
totaled about 10 million hectares. This land was some 		
of the most desirable land in the west. In the days before 		
gas-powered transportation, it was important that farms 		
were close to railway stations. 

Over 83 percent of Alberta towns established before 1940 were 
planned and laid out by railway companies. The railway company 
would plot out numbered sidings. These were low-speed 	
sections of track. They were separate from the main line or a 	
branch line. Sidings could connect to other tracks or sidings. 		
The photo shows a siding in Judah, Alberta in 1920.

Some of the sidings would be made into stations. The main 	
purpose of the station was to move people and resources, 		
such as grains. 

The railway company provided plans for townsites. The plans were 
based on grids. One historian described the reason for this plan 
as “the grid was the simplest, cheapest and most rapid way of 
exploiting the land.”    

Information from A. Holtz, “Small Town Alberta: A Geographical Study of the Development of Urban Form” 
(Thesis, Dept. of Geography, University of Alberta), 1987.

Sidings are still constructed by the CPR 
for private companies or towns. Rail 
sidings allow trains to meet and pass 
and, in some cases, to drop off or pick 
up rail cars. In what ways do you think 
rail sidings still connect urban and rural 
communities?  

Dept. of Mines and Technical Surveys / Library and Archives 
Canada / PA-01837171
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New prairie towns all started with 
agriculture and their growth was 
dependent on how quickly land was 
claimed by newcomer farmers. 

Railways towns were born with a 
train station and a grain elevator. 
A general store was quickly added 
to provide goods that the farmers 
would need. 

Soon, other services were required 
and stores and shops such as a 
harness and wagon shop, lumber 
yard, hardware and farm implement 
stores, a bank and a blacksmith 
shop were established. 

As the town grew, people who 
lived in the town needed additional 
services, such as schools, post 
offices, cafes, newspapers and 
churches. 

The photo shows an aerial view of 
Mirror, Alberta. In 1911, the Grand 
Trunk Pacific Railway built a branch 
line to connect Edmonton and 
Calgary. In 1912, the town site included a post office, 
hardware store, drug store, lumber yard, restaurant, 
hotel, two livery stables and two pool halls.

A historian described these prairie towns in this way:

 The look of prairie towns 

Prairie towns all look alike: identical grain elevators, identical 
banks, identical railway stations, a main street that is called 
Main Street and a road along the tracks called Railway Avenue—
when you’ve seen one, as they say, you’ve seen ‘em all…. The 
towns do not reflect the people who live in them but rather the 
repetition of technology.

H. Roberston, Grass Roots (Toronto: James Lewis and Samuel, 1973).

Photo: Canadian Government Exhibition Commission / 
Library and Archives Canada / PA-076923

What similarities do you see between 
the aerial photo of the town of Mirror, 
Alberta and the town layout plan? Do 
you agree with the historian’s opinion? 
Why do you think this? 

Photo: Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary

“Typical Town Layout, Grand Trunk Pacific Railway.” From Atlas of Alberta Railways. Used with 
permission of University of Alberta Press. https://railways.library.ualberta.ca

https://railways.library.ualberta.ca
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grain, trains and towns

Grain elevators were an essential part of railway towns. These grain 
elevators were designed to store grain. The grain was harvested and 
transferred to the floor of the elevator. 

Farms located close to the elevators were more 
efficient because the farmer had a shorter 
distance to haul their grain. These elevators 
were often the tallest building in a town. 

Before grain elevators, grain was usually 
handled in bags. These bags were hauled to 
railway stations. 

Grain elevators were invented in 1842 by 
Joseph Dart and Robert Dunbar in New York. 
The first grain elevator in Canada was built in 
1879 by William Hespeler in Niverville, Manitoba. 
It was built along a railway siding.

Many prairie grain elevators were built during the early 1880s. They 
were built according to designs set by the Canadian Pacific Railway. 
These elevators were about 15 to 18 metres (50 to 60 feet) high. 
Power was supplied by a steam or diesel engine. Elevators were built 
along the railway, between 12 and 16 km (8 and 10 miles) apart. 

Prairie grain elevators were similar in appearance. However, no 
two were exactly alike! Although the workers who built them 
were experienced and knew how parts of the elevators should be 
constructed, these work crews did not follow a standard plan. 

Consider what the following stories and photos can tell you about 	
the impact of grain elevators on farming and on urbanization. 

 How a grain elevator works 
[Grain elevators] were the first step in a grain trading process that moves 
the grain from producer to worldwide markets. The first grain elevator was 
a strictly utilitarian building considered by anyone that viewed them to be 
anything but that.

They were designed for one purpose, getting the grain into railway boxcars. 
The farmers first shoveled their grain into 2-bushel sacks which they then 
transported to a loading platform along the rail line. There, they emptied the 
sacks into a waiting boxcar, a back-breaking and inefficient job. 

In what ways would you predict 
the construction of grain elevators 
contributed to urbanization in the 
prairies? 

Photo: Dept. of Mines and Resources / Library and 
Archives Canada /PA-021458
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They needed something much better if the west was to 	
grow – a means of storing and shipping grain quickly, This 
brought about the small, one-storey wood frame warehouses 
erected by farmers.

The railways demanded larger, vertical warehouses that 
could take advantage of gravity to empty the grain and a 
mechanism known as the “leg” was devised, an endless 
belt with cups or scoops attached, was devised to load the 
grain in the elevators. This leg is what gave the name to and 
determined the shape of the grain elevator.

 In the beginning  

This round elevator, with capacity for about 25 000 bushels 
of grain, was the first elevator built in Western Canada. It held 
some of the first barley produced in Western Canada that was later 		
exported to overseas markets.

The round elevator, perhaps the first and last of its kind, 
was constructed by John Wittick, who, along with his family, 
farmed at Niverville. The elevator was built in 1879, remained 
in use until 1904, and then was dismantled in 1923 and the 
materials used to build a barn in the area.

While Wittick was the head carpenter on the project, the 
elevator was originally commissioned by William Hespeler, 
who was serving as Dominion immigration and agriculture 
agent in Manitoba and the Northwest Territories at the time.

...He was hired as an immigration agent by the Canadian 
government in 1871.

On a trip to Germany, he learned there were a number of 
Mennonite families in Russia wanting to immigrate to the 
United States. The Canadian government, looking to increase 
the settlement of Western Canada, sent him to Russia to 
convince the Mennonites to choose Canada instead. Through 
his efforts, thousands of Mennonites immigrated to Canada, 
with most settling in and around Winnipeg. Hespeler was 
influential in encouraging Icelandic immigrants and Jewish 
refugees from Germany to settle in Manitoba, as well.

Illustration from Royal Alberta Museum, Government of Alberta

Photo and article excerpt from Wilson, T. (October 7, 2014). In the Beginning. 
Grains West: Online. https://grainswest.com/2014/09/in-the-beginning/

https://grainswest.com/2014/09/in-the-beginning/
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The growing number of grain elevators across the western prairies 
were quickly associated with prairie towns and ways of life. Today, 
some of the few remaining grain elevators are Alberta Historic 
Resources, which means they are protected. 

 The importance of prairie grain elevators 

The elevator was more than just a tall building, important for the 	
marketing of grain. There was an atmosphere, an intangible feeling 
attached to it, a feeling that it was a meaningful structure in which 
meaningful work was being done. Even when not selling grain, farmers 
tended to loiter at the elevator, sensing from its operation their role in 	
the overall scheme of prairie life. It appealed on many levels and to 		
almost all the senses: sight, sound, touch, and smell.  
Dommasch, H. S. (1986) Prairie Giants. Saskatoon, SK: Western Producer Prairie Books

A long row of eight elevators was built at Vulcan by 1924. This photo 
shows a harvest taking place close to the town and its elevators.
Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary

In what ways did grain elevators reflect 
the identities of people who lived in 
prairie communities? What ideas do you 
think the following quotes and photos 
represent? Make some jot notes as you 
explore the stories and photos here.      

How could prairie grain elevators be 
considered part of Canadian’s living 
heritage?
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Farmers brought the grain they harvested to grain 
elevators, which would load them on trains. This photo 
shows grain wagons at the elevator in Olds, Alberta in 
about 1905. 

This Alberta Farmers Cooperative Elevator was built 
in Barons. The photo shows the elevator in 1913. 

This photo shows the elevator row in Nanton in about 
1920. It shows the variety of heights and shapes that 
became a common part of Alberta’s rural skyline.

Photos courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of 
Calgary

Elevators were a symbol of the lifeline 
of early prairie towns and villages – the 
railway. Why do you think wheat farming 
could also be considered a lifeline of 
early communities?  



42

Share your project AGRICULTURE learning experiences on Instagram or Twitter using #projectagricultureab

This photo shows an Alberta Wheat Pool grain elevator being 
demolished in Wimborne, Alberta in the 1990s. 		
Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary

changing identities 

The grain elevators that dotted the prairies were also seen as a 
symbol of prosperity – or financial success – for the towns that 	
they were built in. 

A growing demand for wheat in the early 1900s encouraged the 
Canadian Pacific Railway to extend branch lines to different 
communities. 

However, as technology changed, farms became larger and people 
moved to cities, larger district elevators were constructed. These 
were usually in central locations and were accessed by paved 
highways and roads as well as the existing railways. More and more 
of the old wooden grain elevators were abandoned. Many were 
replaced with modern grain elevators that looked quite different.  

At the heart of each prairie 
town was the grain elevator      

…The abandonment of branch railway 
lines and the demolition of hundreds 
of wooden elevators has had an 
immeasurable impact on small prairie 
communities over the last three 
decades.

Dozens, if not hundreds, of small 
towns were never the same following 
the loss of the local elevator.

Many fragile communities simply 
vanished when the elevator and 
railway line disappeared.

In the wake of the wrecking balls, 
prairie residents have responded 
with efforts to preserve remaining 
wooden elevators. 

Ewins, A., Arnason, R.  ( January 9, 2014). At the heart of each prairie 
town was the grain elevator. Western Producer: Online. www.producer.
com/news/at-the-heart-of-each-prairie-town-was-the-grain-elevator/

How do you think the destruction of 
many prairie grain elevators affected 
rural communities? How might this 
destruction be considered an effect of 
urbanization? 

https://www.producer.com/news/at-the-heart-of-each-prairie-town-was-the-grain-elevator/
https://www.producer.com/news/at-the-heart-of-each-prairie-town-was-the-grain-elevator/
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