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Preface

The following study is based upon a wide assortment of collec-
tions from many Canadian archival institutions and libraries.
Of prime importance is the fine collection of farm periodi-
cals and specialized journals held in the Manitoba Provin-
cial Library. Helpful unpublished collections include the
Saskatchewan Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Society
Papers at the Saskatchewan Archives, Regina and Canada De-
partment of Agriculture Records housed at the Public Archives
of Canada. Materials, less voluminous, but nevertheless use-
ful were located at the Glenbow-Alberta Foundation Archives
in Calgary, Saskatchewan Archives, Saskatoon, and the
University of Guelph Library. Whether providing extensive
documentation or passing references, all sources proved
invaluable in completing this final draft.

The numbers of librarians and archivists whose assistance
was drawn upon are large and their names too numerous to men-
tion. The staff of the Manitoba Provincial Library provided
excellent service in locating and retrieving a maze of
journals. Mr. Terry Cook, Natural Resources Archivist at the
Public Archives of Canada proved outstanding in pinpointing
useful files in the Canada Department of Agriculture Records.
The combined efforts of all archival and library staffs helped
make this study possible.



Introduction

The years 1880-1920 were a period in which new techniques
were used to make the semi-arid Canadian plains productive.
In the forefront of experimentation were the Ontario-bred
agriculturalists. Not only did they experiment with these
new techniques but they followed up their experiments with
such care that by the beginning of the 1920s a comprehensive
body of knowledge of dry-land farming was in existence. Po-
pular and comprehensible texts such as John Bracken's Dry

Farming in Western Canada and Crop Production, and Seager

Wheeler's book on Profitable Grain Growing, were readily

available.

Although a number of works on the history of prairie
agriculture have been written, the only major published work
in Canadian prairie agriculture is Grant MacEwan's popular

history Between the Red and The Rockies. Meanwhile Ernest

Ingles' thesis on "Some Aspects of Dry-Land Agriculture in
the Canadian Prairies to 1925" is also useful. The only
comprehensive American treatment is Mary Hargreaves' Dry
Farming in the Northern Great Plains, 1900-1925. All three

studies have weaknesses in their interpretations, yet all
three merit close examination.

Ingles' "Some Aspects of Dry-Land Agriculture in the
Canadian Prairies to 1925" offers the following interpreta-
tion of the history of prairie agricultural techniques from
the 1880s to the 1920s:

Over twenty years ago Grant MacEwan depicted

changes in agriculture in the prairies before the



1930s as an "agricultural revolution." What happened

was less a revolution than a "delayed, halting [and]

hesitant process," to borrow a phrase from Earle

D. Ross' analysis of mechanization in American

agriculture. While experimentation in animal and

mechanical power and in tillage and cropping

practices led to improved methods of dry-land

agriculture during this period, many farmers were

slow to abandon their traditional ways in favour

of new techniques.
Of course, the farming changes that occurred between 1880
and 1925 were neither total nor universal, and there were
farmers who refused to utilize the new techniques. However,
the evidence of the general acceptance of a suitable set
of techniques for dry-land farming is overwhelming. Ingles
errs when he states that farmers refused to abandon their
traditional ways - in the development of dry-land techniques
there were no traditions. The dry-belt was a new farming
area and farmers were eager to adopt new methods to make it
productive. As early as the mid 1880s, the agricultural press
in general, and the Nor'-West Farmer in particular, spear-
headed the search for these methods. If letters to the

editor are any indication, farmers encouraged this search
and were eagerly seeking new techniques that would increase
their incomes. Ingles fails to give credence to this enthu-
siasm for innovation and virtually ignores the fact that by
1920 western farmers had a series of monographs on proper
cultivation techniques available. Had Ingles analyzed the
field crop manuals of Wheeler and Bracken his assessment
might have been different.

This is not to say that Ingles' work is not useful.
While he tends to down-play the agricultural advances of the
period, and omits the writings of Bracken and Wheeler, he does
delve into the practice of summerfallowing, methods of

ploughing and sub-soiling techniques, mechanization of prairie



farms, and custom threshing, and his bibliography is an
excellent reference source.
As the only published overview of Canadian prairie

agriculture, Grant MacEwan's book, Between the Red and the

Rockies2 has acquired an inordinate importance. It is
MacEwan who described the agricultural developments between
1880-1920 as an "agricultural revolution." However this
term is somewhat confusing. It denotes too drastic a change
from one type of farming to another. On the whole, farmers
merely learned to cultivate different crops and new strains
that would be productive in the new prairie environment.,
Despite this error in emphasis, MacEwan's book is a useful,
general account of prairie agriculture. It deals both with
cattle production and field crops, and covers such diverse
areas as the Hudson's Bay Company and agriculture, the Selkirk
settlers, agricultural colleges and agricultural fairs.

American interpretations of the dry-farming era are
few and not wholly relevant to the Canadian experience.

The only major work of note is Mary Hargreaves' Dry Farming in

the Northern Great Plains, 1900—1925.3 Hargreaves sees the

dry-farming movement as the creation of an American agricul-
turalist - Hardy Campbell. She then concludes that the dis-
covery of new techniques was actually less an advance in
agricultural technology than part of the publicity campaign
waged by American railroads and land companies in their frene-
tic attempt to rid themselves of unsold acreages. In fact,
Hargreaves claims that it was the addition of the element

of publicity that formed the only major innovation in the
dry-land movement in the twentieth century. The dry-farming
movement, as distinguished from general irrigationless cul-
tivation in the semi-arid prairies, had become primarily a
promotional campaign. Although the proponents of dry-farming
programmes emphasized their educational and experimental

nature the commercial support behind the propagandists was



an overriding factor. Even the leadership provided by the
Montana Agricultural Experiment Station was tainted by the
venality of the transcontinental railway companies who
supported the station's experimental programmes. No one

was surprised when the railways and the real estate promo-
ters embarked on their publicity campaigns well in advance
of the Station's statement of final conclusions. Eventually,
as the campaign became more organized, public as well as
private agencies collaborated in subordinating instructional
considerations to the desirability of attracting settlers.
Agricultural scientists, then, could hope to offer leadership
only under circumstances already limited by accomplished
facts.4

The Hargreaves interpretation, however, can hardly be
applied to the Canadian Prairies. The work of the Dominion
Experimental Farms and the Colleges of Agriculture, first
in Ontario and later throughout the country, made advances
in field crop technology more real than illusory. Hargreaves,
therefore, is inapplicable to the Canadian situation. The
period between 1880 and 1920 was an era of steady progress
toward a comprehensive body of useful knowledge on the tech-
niques and the technology of dry-land farming; it was
neither an era of "agricultural revolution " nor one of
"slow halting change." It was the era in which the prairies
were made to be productive, and the leaders in the van of the
movement to congquer the new agricultural frontier were
Ontarian settlers, many of whom had attended the Agricultural
College at Guelph.

The origins of dry-farming centred around the develop-
ment of summerfallowing and the treatment of grain for smut
prevention after 1880. The decade after 1900 witnessed
advances in land breaking, seed selection, tillage improve-
ments, weed control and advanced smut control, as well as

the popularization of the steam-powered tractor. The



following decade saw the refinement of dry-farming tech-
niques: ploughing and cultivation methods designed to
preserve moisture, seed selection improvements, the popu-
larization of Marquis wheat which had been developed to grow
well under dry conditions, and the popularization of the
lightweight gasoline tractor and threshing machine. By 1920
dry-farming techniques had become widely accepted as the
gospel for prairie agriculture.

The culmination of dry-farming expertise came in 1919-21
with the publication of two studies by John Bracken and one

by Seager Wheeler. Bracken's main work, Dry Farming in

Western Canada, dealt with such topics as dry farm crops

and cropping practices, the principles of tillage, summer-
fallowing, crop rotation and weed control.5 His second

book, Crop Production in Western Canada dwelt on the dry-

land cultivation of wheat, oats, barley, rye, flax, alfalfa,
and potatoes.6 Seager Wheeler's study probably represented
the height of dry-farming methodology at the time. Published

in 1919, Seager Wheeler's Book on Profitable Grain Growing

was written in a manner easily comprehensible by the average
dry-land farmer.7 Wheeler's main concern was the preserva-
tion of so0il moisture. In meticulous detail he explained
moisture preservation in breaking, seeding, harrowing,
discing, soil packing and summerfallowing. By winning
innumerable awards for his wheat, Wheeler also won a
measure of personal fame and vast amounts of publicity for
his methods.

It is the purpose of this present study to delve into
some detail on the history of these developments in field
agriculture on the prairies during the years 1880-1920.
Chapter II will examine wheat as the prairie mainstay, dis-
cussing the application of dry-farming techniques to the
cultivation of this crop. Chapter III will analyze the

cultivation of other crops such as oats, barley, alfalfa,



flax, brome grass, and clover and the problems involved

in their production. Chapter IV will trace the process of
mechanization of prairie farms while Chapter V will assess
the impact of Agricultural Society and Agricultural College
educational programmes on advances in crop cultivation.
Chapter VI will assess the effect of experiments conducted
at Dominion Experimental Farms on the varieties of crops
grown and the methods used in growing them. Finally,
Chapter VII will provide an overall picture of the period
1880-1920 in field crops husbandry and will attempt to place
W.R. Motherwell and his Farmstead in the context of the study.



Chapter II
The Introduction of Dry Farming Techniques on the Prairies:
Wheat Cultivation

From the first settlement of the prairie west wheat was the
predominant field crop. (See Table 1). After 1900 acreages
sown to wheat increased dramatically until 1919 when wheat
represented about sixty-three per cent of all major crops.l

Wheat was able to establish a pre-eminence among prairie
crops because techniques were devised to cultivate it suc-
cessfully under semi-arid conditions. The advances in wheat-
growing techniques—moisture preservation tillage proce-
dures, proper seeding, weed control, and smut prevention
measures—constituted the main achievements of dry-farming
methodology. The evolution of these practices can be divi-
ded into four distinct phases: the early origins of wheat
cultivation during the 1850s; the beginning of dry-farming,
1880-1900; the development of new techniques, 1901-10; and
the refinement of these techniques, 1911-20.

Wheat cultivation techniques practised prior to 1880
were of little relevance to dry belt conditions. This is
particularly true of wheat growing at Red River between
1813 and 1880. From 1820-48 an American wheat from the upper
Mississippi Valley, Prairie du Chien, became the main cereal
crop.2 This was followed by the cultivation of Black Sea
and Galician varieties. But an inherent weakness of Red
River agriculture arose from limited production, and the use
of primitive implements. In 1831, with a total population
in the Selkirk settlements of 2,390, only 2,152 acres were

tilled, a fraction of this being devoted to wheat.3 By
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1856 the per capita ratio had improved only fractionally as
8,806 acres were planted for a population of 6,691.4 Crops
were sown by broadcast method, harvested with scythes, and
threshed with hand flails or the trampling of farm animals.5
These methods were carried north-west by the métis immigra-
tions of the 1870s but would prove inadequate for the vast
acreages and highly mechanized techniques necessary to
make dry-belt agriculture profitable.

At the same time, current Ontario-based wheat growing
methods were also inadequate for dry-belt agriculture. One
heavy-handed type of field husbandry called "skinning or

mining," involved sowing wheat on the same field year after
year until the soil was exhausted. The field would then be
permitted to lie fallow for several years before replanting.
Under certain conditions in the prairie dry-belt, this type
of agriculture would have resulted in a total crop failure
in the second year. Another method of wheat-growing in
Ontario involved the rotating of winter and spring wheat
with oats, barley, or peas.7 The main weaknesses in apply-
ing this method to the prairies lay in the use of a broad-
cast-seeder that would place the farmer's valuable seed at
the mercy of the unrelenting prairie winds. Sowing winter
crops might have mitigated these problems but the severity
of the prairie winter prohibited the cultivation of winter
wheat except in southern Alberta. Above all, eastern
methods which only allowed the harvesting of ten acres per
day would have ruined the dry-belt farmers. In short, a
completely new set of farming techniques were required for
dry-land agriculture.

The period from 1880-1900 saw the discovery and imple-
mentation of the basic techniques of successful dry-belt
wheat cultivation. The genetic principles of seed selection
were discovered, and a variety of wheat suitable to dry

prairie lands was developed; the seed drill press was
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introduced, bluestoning wheat seed against smut commenced;
and summerfallowing came to be used for its moisture pre-
servation characteristics.

The most important discussion in the 1880s in prairie
agricultural circles was the unresolved debate over the use
of hard or soft wheats. The controversy reached a peak in
1885 with farmers voicing support for the cultivation of
soft White Fyfe wheat while the agricultural journals tended
to advocate the use of hard Red Fyfe. Some dry-belt farmers
were particularly critical in their assessment of hard wheat.
A.W. McClure, a farmer from Regina, wrote the following to

The Nor'—-West Farmer:

I beg to respond to your invitation in the May number,
asking those who have this season sown white fyfe and
other kinds of spring wheat in preference to the red
fyfe to give their reasons for doing so. In the first
place I find the red fyfe germinates very slowly and
requires to be sown very early, in fact before the
frost is fully out of the ground, hence the harrowing
can only be very imperfectly done, merely scratching
the soil on the surface, and just as soon as the
frost fully comes out the ground dries up very ra-
pidly owing to the surface only being worked and the
soil below when the young plant searches for nourish-
ment is found to be in a very imperfect condition to
withstand the drouth; in a dripping season it would
probably be all right. I commenced seeding this
spring on April 10th with red fyfe, and on April 20th
sowed white fyfe, and at present writing the latter
is much the farthest advanced, showing that white
fyfe germinates quicker and will do to sow later when
the soil can be better worked which gives it the
advantage later on in the season. It shoots out

readily, grows vigorously throughout the whole season,
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and ripens up fully before autumn frosts set in

which so often catches the No. 1 hard.8

The Nor'-West Farmer, however, did not agree with

McClure's assessment. It claimed that "the sample of Red
Fyfe wheat grown this year will challenge comparison with
anything produced on the face of the earth." It was better
to grow hard wheat than soft because soft wheats were grown
everywhere, were only of the lowest commercial value and
"only saleable when hard wheat is obtainable to work the
flour product up to grade."9 In the face of these advantages,
the earlier ripening period of White Fyfe was not important;

rather, The Nor'-West Farmer suggested, a system of farming

permitting early seeding and earlier harvesting should be
devised.10 This controversy was not to be settled until the
1890s.

The controversy over hard and soft wheats was not re-
solved until the 1890s when Red Fyfe became the dominant
variety grown on the prairies. It achieved its hegemony
after extensive testing in competition with White Fyfe and
Ladoga. In the view of S.A. Bedford, Superintendent of the
Brandon Experimental Farm, White Fyfe was a desirable wheat.
It was not too prone to rust or smut and was less susceptible
to frost damage than Red Fyfe.11 Its disadvantage was that
as a soft wheat it yielded about one bushel less per acre
than the more marketable Red Fyfe. More of a challenge to
the supremacy of Red Fyfe was Ladoga, a North Russian variety
of hard wheat. First brought into the prairie west in 1887,
Ladoga was used in extensive experiments by farmers and
government alike. After its first baking test in November,
1888 it was found "to be drier than flour from Red Fyfe but
a shade yellower in color."12 The agricultural press,

however gave it the cold shoulder. The Nor'-West Farmer

declared that Ladoga was inferior to Red Fyfe, except when

grown under optimum conditions:
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While indisputably earlier by an average of about

10 days than Red Fyfe, this gain was only made on

choice new soils and under favouring conditions.

On late dull lands, the main places where earli-

ness 1is needed,

the gain in time over Red Fyfe

has been slight and more than offset by the great

inferiority in quality of the yield. Sometimes

the amount of the yield has not been much behind

the Fyfe,

though oftener some bushels behind. The

shortage of yield would not have been of much

account if early and good results had come along

with

it. But on unfavourable soils, both rust

and smut were more manifest also, and this, when

taken with the very unsatisfactory results from

the majority of baking trials, as well as its

saffron tint, was enough in the mind of THE FARMER

to disqualify the Ladoga from ever taking a place

as a merchantable wheat.

13

Dominion test reports on the quality of Ladoga were the

basis for
the final
in colour
siderable

similarly

The Nor'-West Farmer's attitude. Apparently

baking results in 1892 provided a bread so yellow

that the flour was unmarketable "even at a con-

reduction

made from

pre-eminent because

flour when compared

stated:

in price from the price of flours
No. 2 hard Manitoba."l4Red Fyfe became
it produced the best and most marketable

to other varieties. As S.A. Bedford

It is seldom equalled, it has the brightest and

stiffest of straw, and rust was scarcely noticeable

with it this year, and smut does not spread so

badly with it as it does with some other varieties,

and of course the quality is ahead of anything we

have yet found.

15
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1 Wheat
Kubanka Durum
Marquis Hard Spring
Red Fife Hard Spring

Preston Hard Spring

1

2

3

4., Kitchener Hard Spring
5

6 Turkey Hard Winter

(

Saskatchewan Archives)

2 Seeding Wheat - using mule teams (Saskatchewan Archives).






