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The Michel sen Farm Site: A Short History of its Development 

This brief history of the Michelsen Farm Site has been prepared as a 

contribution to the on-going refinement of restoration proposals for the Village 

of Stirling National Historic Site at Stirling, Alberta. As the Michelsen Farm has 

been identified as an initial priority for development, an understanding of the 

chronology of the site features is considered to be important background 

information. Much of the information provided has been derived from oral 

testimony of persons who had some knowledge or experience of the farmstead. 

Documentary evidence in the form of working drawings illustrating the original 

or later adaptations of the buildings are virtually non-existent. The 'as-built' 

record provided by the consulting architects, Hirano andHeaton , have therefore 

become important source documents. Photographs obtained from local collections 

have also been an important source for this historical summary, and will continue 

to be so for future restoration work. 

It is hoped that this report will also be useful to those undertaking the on­

going interpretive planning for the farm and related sites in the Village of 

Stirling, and that it will also act as a prod for future research into those many 

areas of the historical record which have here gone unattended. 
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Stirling in the Context of Mormon Settlement and Architecture 

Mormon settlements in Alberta were located in what had been designated as 

inhospitable lands in the land and resource appraisals prepared by members of 

the Palliser Expedition of 1857-58. Captain Palliser, in his general report, stated 

that the savannas and woodlands are succeeded 'on the west by a more or less 

continuous arid desert, occupying a region on both sides of the Rocky Mountains' 

but this 'central desert extends however, but a short way into the British 

territory, forming a triangle, having for its base the 49th parallel from longitude 

100 degrees to 114 degrees W., with its apex reaching to the 52nd parallel of 

latitude.'l Dr. James Hector of the expedition, was probably responsible for the 

idea of a 'triangle." In 1861 he wrote: 'The British portion of the arid 

country...is a triangular region, its apex reaching to the 52nd parallel while its 

base, applied along the 49th extends between Longitude 100 degrees and 114 

degrees West. It contains, however, many varieties of land, and some limited 

areas that are really even good; but on the whole, it must be described as deficient 

in wood, water and grass.'2 Ranching, according to this account, was the best 

that could be hoped for in these lands. (Map 1). Only after the Dominion 

Botanist, John McCoun tabled an influential report in 1879, dealing with his own 

appraisals of the dry belt, were some of the ideas floated by members of 

Palliser's expedition and the geologist, Henry Youle Hind, seriously disputed. 

Thereafter, some of the advantages of agricultural settlement in the southern 

parts of the territories were more actively promoted.3 The history of the Village 

of Stirling was one chapter in this story of changing attitudes towards the 

agricultural potential of the dry lands. Irrigation was central to that story. 
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Map 1 A portion of a Palliser Expedition Map showing the designation of 
'Arid Plains' in the sector where Stirling would later be located in 
the lands northeast of the Chief Mountain designation. 
Source: Papers Relative to the Exploration of Captain Palliser. London: 
House of Commons. 1859. (James Hector's Map of the Saskatchewan 
and Rocky Mountains). 
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Map 2 Context of Stirling in the Land Grant Lands of the Alberta Railway 
and Coal Company, c. 1900. After A.A. den Otter, (1975) 
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Situated on Section 29, Township 6, Range 19 West of the 4th Meridian, 

Stirling had its origins as part of a land grant given to the Alberta Railway and 

Coal Company. (Map 2) This land was granted as partial compensation for rail 

construction between Medicine Hat, Lethbridge and Coutts Alberta, on the 

American boundary, from where the line continued on to Great Falls, Montana. 

The lands granted to the company in the 1880s were conveyed on the usual 

checkerboard pattern of alternate townships characteristic of other railway land 

grants in the west. In this semi-arid part of the so-called 'Paliser's Triangle' 

however, land sales proved to be difficult for the company. (Map 3) It came to 

the attention of the directors that a number of Mormon settlers were practicing a 

successful form of irrigation agriculture on land in the vicinity of Cardston, such 

as at Lee's Creek. Throughout the 1890s, the directors agitated in Ottawa for a 

revision of the original terms of their land grants with a view to consolidating 

their holdings in continuous blocks of land which would better allow for the 

organization of irrigation schemes. The passage of the North-West Irrigation Act 

in 1894, (an initiative of William Pearce in the collaboration of Charles O. Card), 

helped foster new land holding and water distribution arrangements.-* Following 

the coming to power of the new federal Liberal administration of Wilfred 

Laurier in 1896, the company request for a review of their holdings received 

more favourable attention from the Minister of the Interior, Clifford Sifton. It 

then became practical for the company to work out arrangements with the 

Mormon community and its leaders in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints (LDS) for a systematic colonization scheme which included settlement and 

the construction of irrigation networks in the country north and east of Cardston. 

A major contract was signed between the company and the LDS in 1898 which, 
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Map 3 'Pallisefs Triangle" The Prairie Dry Belt. 
After James H.Gray Men Against the Desert. (1978). 
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by its terms, helped opened the door to immigrants from Utah as a result of new 

labour and settlement opportunities in Alberta.5 On July 27, 1898, the local LDS 

leader, Charles Ora Card, recorded in his Diary that 'I viewed the Land about 

Stirling with a view of Locating a colony there & thought the best place at 

Stirling and East of it But will look closer in the future.'6 

The village of Stirling had its practical beginnings in 1899 when 29 settlers 

arrived at the Stirling Station (Maybut) just north of the present town, from 

Richfield, Utah. Part of the background to the appearance of Mormon settlers in 

Southern Alberta includes the previous experience of a select number of 

Mormons as railway and canal builders in the District of Alberta as early as 

18877 A line of social and economic communication was thus opened up between 

the Canadian Northwest and Utah. With a developing interest in the sponsorship 

of agricultural settlement by the Alberta Railway and Coal Company after 1890, 

Alberta District became attractive to Mormons in the United States for two 

reasons: first, by 1886, the Mormon community had been experiencing renewed 

persecution in their Utah enclaves as a result of the influx of mining concerns; 

and second, by virtue of new American federal legislation of 1882 which had 

rendered polygamy illegal. Thus, the legacy of the 'Utah War' of 1858-60 finally 

came to constitutional fruition, as new commercially-motivated outsiders, (or 

'Gentiles') claimed a louder voice around Utah's political table.8 Under these 

aggravations of the mid-1880s, church leaders, such as John Taylor, reacted 

favourably to reports concerning settlement opportunities north of the 49th 

parallel.9 The timing of the Mormons was good, for it coincided with a rise in 

interest by Canadian officials and business groups in colonizing the western 

territories, following the signing of general land treaty arrangements with prairie 

Native tribes in the mid-1870s, and in the aftermath of the Riel troubles of 1885. 
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Mormons and the Terms of Settlement in Canada 

John Lehr has observed that during the early post-confederation years, the 

Dominion Land Surveyors of Canada 'did not favour the establishment of 

nucleated settlement' on the prairies even though other groups, particularly the 

Mennonites in Manitoba, had experimented with such approaches after 1874.10 In 

1887 the first contingent of Mormon settlers from Utah arrived in southern 

Alberta and, as a consequence, a new and successful attempt was made to 

introduce the nucleated settlement idea. According to Lehr, the Mormon 

approach 'differed from conventional rural nucleated settlement in that farming 

activity was centred within the village' in such a way that all farm buildings 

'were placed on a centrally located village lot.' This central plan has normally 

been associated with an ideal town planning and land use scheme known as the 

'Plat of Zion.' In this scheme, the farms were 'all located within the village, 

which functioned primarily as an agricultural unit' and not as a 'centre' servicing 

the surrounding farms, n 

Social Ideals and the theory of the 'Plat of Zion' 

The 'nucleated village' planning approach has by degree, and in modified 

ways, informed rural Mormon civic community life since the early years of the 

movement, particularly after the Missouri phase of the early 1830s, where a 

Utopian ideal known as the City of Zion was first articulated. 1 - The cartographic 

equivalent of this ideal city, known as the 'Plat of Zion,' was in many ways an 

appropriate geographic response to the Utopian agricultural and industrial 

programmes advocated by LDS Church Bishops. This particular landscape vision 

of economic theocracy sought to promote Mormon collective security by means 
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of a cooperative ethic, but one in which group action was built on individualistic, 

(and not strictly agricultural) impulses, as well as on a strong family unit. 13 

Keeping in mind that Joseph Smith and many of the other founders of the LDS 

Church were New Englanders, it may be noted that their ideas on town planning 

had roots in seaboard traditions, and that there were many early nineteenth 

century town designs which contained elements of the Plant of Zion ideal. 14 

From the point of view of social cohesion, there was good deal of logic in 

the nucleated village notion. It allowed for the daily mingling of people and for 

full participation in community life by reducing the distance between neighbours. 

This was quite different from the scheme of dispersed family farmsteads 

generally encouraged by the post-1867 Canadian government and which became 

characteristic of most rural localities on the prairies. 

The 'nucleated' system favoured by Mormons was to be fostered with the 

aid of an economic theory. The manner in which individual economic rights were 

to be balanced with communal security and aims was developed by Joseph Smith 

and others in February of 1831 at Jackson County, Missouri. The relevant 

documents outline the origins of what became known variously as 'the United 

Order', the 'Order of Enoch' or the 'Law of Consecration and Stewardship.'15 

At its simplest, the idea was that all property was 'consecrated' to the local 

Church organization, as represented by the Bishop, and that units were then given 

back to heads of families in the form of land and goods, according to their need, 

through deeds of 'stewardship.' It was in part a 'community of goods' but not 

entirely so. The surplus, in terms of material goods and food stores, were held in 

a central storehouse for use among the less favoured, for new arrivals, and as a 

check against short term crises. 16 The physical setting for such general 

institutions were identified on the 'Plat of Zion' and normally in the centre of the 

land unit. 17 The Village of Stirling made provision for just such facilities. These 
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communal aspects were aimed at building up the energies of the Church and its 

purposes, while the daily personal enterprise aspects of life were to remain in the 

hands of adherents. According to Arrington 'there was no provision for the 

minute and intimate regulation of economic activity which prevailed in some 

contemporary communitarian societies.'18 

There were difficulties in the early implementation of this programme, 

both within the community and from the standpoint of the those looking on, 

either as neighbours or as more distant participants from the wider social and 

financial community of the United States. 19 Friction tended to mount at the local 

level with great regularity. From the summer of 1833 until 1847, the Mormons 

were burned or driven out of a series of communities in the Missouri, Ohio and 

Illinois country, leading to a decision in 1847 to embark for the relatively 

unpopulated lands of Utah.20 
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Post-1847 Settlement and the 'Plat of Zion' 

Following the assassination in 1844 of the Mormon leader, Joseph Smith, 

leadership of the LDS fell to Brigham Young. Under his leadership, many of the 

difficulties of Mormon economic and social organization which had beset the 

community were addressed, along with the adoption of measures designed to 

give greater physical protection to the community against outside agitation and 

persecution.^ l Much that was solid was retained however, based on past 

experience. During their various migrations between 1833 and 1847, several 

variants of the 'Plat of Zion' town planning scheme had been adapted to new 

settlements. The present town plan of Stirling still displays an affinity with the 

original tenets of the Plat of Zion concept, it is useful to review some of the 

original ideas. 

The first theoretical statement concerning the Plat of Zion was published 

in 1833 during the Mormon residency at Independence Missouri:— 

This plot contains one mile square, all the squares of the plat contain 
ten acres each, being forty rods square. You will observe the lots are 
laid off alternately in the squares; in one square running from the 
south and north to the line through the centre of the square; and in 
the next, the lots run from the east and west to the centre line. Each 
lot is four perches in front, and twenty back, making one half an 
acre in each lot, so that no one street will be built on, entirely 
through the street, but, one square the housed will stand on one 
street; and the on the next one, another, except the middle range of 
squares, which runs north and south in which range are the painted 
squares. 

The lots are laid off in these squares north and south, all of 
them; because these squares are forty perches by sixty, being twenty 
perches longer than the other, their greatest length being east and 
west, and by running all these squares, north and south, it makes all 
the lots in the city, of one size. 
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Provision for public spaces and works were also provided for in these early 

statements: 23 

The painted squares in the middle are for public buildings. The one 
without any figures is for storehouses for the bishop, and to be 
devoted to his use. 

The relationship of the residential lots in the plat to surrounding agricultural 

lands were described in some detail: 

On the north and south are to laid off the farms for the 
agriculturalist, and sufficient quantity of land to supply the whole 
plot; and if it cannot be laid off without going to quite a distance 
from the city, there must also be some laid off on the east and west 

With respect to the lots it was stated that:24 

No one lot, in this city, is to contain more than one 
house, and to be built twenty-five feet back from the 
street, leaving a small yard in front, to be planted in a 
grove, according to the taste of the builder, the rest of 
the lot for gardens, etc., all of the houses to be built of 
brick and stone. 

This planning ideal, as it was first presented, is illustrated in Map 4 and in 

modern schematized form in Map 5. In her review of the concept, Elise Corbet 

noted that in Utah no communities 'conformed strictly to the original plan' and 

that in general, 'only two characteristics were common to all.' These two aspects 

were the 'rigid grid pattern oriented to the cardinal points of the compass' along 

with 'the fact that all were farm villages.'25 The old ideal was adapted in 

modified form in southern Alberta, as in a number of other localities across the 
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West. L.A. Rosenvall has remarked that in southern Alberta, the area around 

Cardston was the one settled first and also 'where settlement patterns adhered 

most strongly to ideal grid patterns within nucleated villages.' It was here that 

'irrigation projects were adapted to regional conditions but based on procedures 

established in the Great Basin.'26 At Stirling, these vestiges of the ideal are still 

well represented and preserved. 27 The pattern of town lots in Stirling and 

May but, as of 1930, is illustrated in Map 6. 

In 1989, following the completion of comparative studies on prairie 

settlement patterns, the village of Stirling 'was identified as the best preserved 

surviving example of the distinctive settlement pattern associated with Mormon 

settlement areas in the dry land farming district of Southern Alberta.' The town 

was subsequently granted recognition as a National Historic site.28 
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Map 4 The'PlatofZion' c. 1833. 
Source: LDS Church Salt Lake City 
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Map 5 The Plat of Zion in modern schematic form. LDS Church. Salt Lake City 

15 



Map 6 Town Lots in Stirling Village and May but in 1930. 
After Macintosh. (1934) 
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The layout of the Village of Stirling can be compared with the original 

'Plat of Zion' concept in the following description, prepared in the course of a 

survey of the local cultural landscape.29 

Stirling comprises a distinctive landscape of grouped farmsteads in a 
village setting organized into a grid of large square rectangular lots, 
separated by wide streets. Within each farmstead, buildings are 
arranged according to convention, as well as to the pragmatic 
inclinations of the settling family. Typically, the homes face the 
street, with barns and outbuildings ranged behind. The typical 
residential farm lot size is 1.25 acres with the typical farmstead 
block size being 10 acres as prescribed by the 'Plat of Zion' plan. 

It is noted as well that the farmsteads 'follow a similar configuration' in which 

the farmhouse is 'built 25 feet from the street in the corner of the lot' while the 

barn and the outbuildings for stock 'are located in another corner.' The 'garden is 

planted beside the house' while the 'rest of the lot serves as pasture for the 

animals.'30 At Stirling, the well known use of Cottonwood trees for shelter belts 

and lot border definitions in Mormon communities is quite marked.3i The road 

allowances are 100 feet in width. 
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