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Railways opened the
southern portion of all
three provinces.

Tokens in denominations
of “made-beaver” were
issued as currency by the
HBC. Source: Hudson’s
Bay Company Archives,
Provincial Archives of
Manitoba, Winnipeg
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In the late 1800s immigration
swelled to a torrent, and by
World War 1 half the prairie
population could claim foreign
birth. Today descendants of
Ukrainians outnumber those
of the French, third largest
group after the British and the
Germans a century ago. East
Indian, Korean, and Chinese
newcomers reflect an increas-
ingly diverse immigrant flow.

Louis Riel led two revolts of Métis.

Though he was hanged for treason, he is now recog-
nized as a founder of Manitoba. Source: Provincial
Archives of Manitoba,

Winnipeg

Created in 1873 to maintain law and order in the
western interior, the Mounties became
legendary for getting their man without
resorting to violence. Source: Royal Canadian
Mounted Police M , Regina, Saskatch
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The 1970s and early "80s saw a burst
of government spending on roads,
education, and health care. Then
worldwide recession hit, prompting
deep cuts. Heavily in debt, the Prai-
rie Provinces now count on a wealth
of natural resources to lift them out
of the red.

Grain elevators still overlook the
prairie, which produces 95 percent
of Canada’s wheat. But diversifica-
tion has become the watchword,
with petroleum, minerals, and man-
ufacturing no less important than
grain. Deposits of uranium, nickel,
and zinc are being exploited in the
north, as are vast tracts of timber
across much of the region. In the
larger cities, manufacturers of tele-
communications equipment are
carving their own niche in the
booming global market.

But for provincial governments
aiming to hone their competitive
edge and increase their political
clout, Ottawa’s regulatory control
remains a sore point.
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Alberta’s adventure with oil began on

May 14, 1914, when the Dingman No. 1 well
came in. Source: Glenbow Archives,
Calgary, Alberta

By 1885 @.&w.? ra& ia.e& &@vﬁ%—.««ﬁ cttlem
- and hunting by horseback sped their demise. Source
_ Glenbow Archives, Calgary, Alberta
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skin, a Métis Red River
cart carried up to half a

river crossings.

Madle of wwood und sl

ton of cargo on land and
could double as a raft for

ising in low steps from Lake Winnipeg to the

Rocky Mountains, the Canadian prairie owes its

sweeping plains and mighty lakes to an onslaught
of glacial ice that began 25,000 years ago. To the north a
grassy, tree-dotted fringe gives way to the boreal forests
of the Canadian Shield, bedrock core of the continent. In
the heartland, with what Canadian writer W. O. Mitch-
ell called “the skeleton requirements simply, of land and
sky,” empires of fur, grain, and oil were built by succes-
sive waves of people, the first arriving from Asia via the
Bering land bridge at least 12,000 years ago. Their
descendants hunted buffalo, caribou, and moose, mas-
tering the intricate network of rivers and lakes.

In 1670 King Charles II chartered the Hudson’s Bay

Company to tap the resources of a drainage basin holding

>

a quarter of the world

s fresh surface water —and an esti-

mated ten million beavers. Fur-rich Canada also drew
French traders, who came via the St. Lawrence (map 1).

2). Britain,

reported that

By the late 1700s the Hudson’s Bay Company and its
archrival, the Montréal-based North West
Company, were battling for control (map
increasingly curious about the
western interior
under Capt. John Palliser in 1857. He

a sufficiency of good soil is
everywhere to be found” but decried the
“extensive sandy wastes” in the south-
west—known as Palliser’s Triangle.

The Métis (progeny of European-Indian
marriages) fought for their territory, which
entered the Confederation as Manitoba in
1870. Soon a transcontinental railway stitched together
the fabric of the West (map 3)
in. As the 20th century began
falo once roamed, and wheat was king of crops (map 4).
Winnipeg served as a crossroads for immigrants and as a
source of credit for the farmers

, sent out an expedition

and homesteaders poured

cattle grazed where buf-

ranchers, and merchants

)

settling across the prairie. Saskatchewan and Alberta
joined the Confederation in 1905.

After World War II, exploitation of resources such as
petroleum, uranium, and potash created a new economic
landscape (map 5). Today the three Prairie Provinces
resent a national government that they feel does not
understand westerners and press for greater authority
over the wealth from their land.

1870-1914

Steel Rails and Settlers
. 4

In 1881, with a grant of 25 million
dollars and 25 million acres to the
Canadian Pacific Railway, Canada
sealed its commitment to settle its
western interior and bind its coasts
in confederation. Five years later
the first passenger cars crossed from
Montréal to Port Moody on the
Pacific. Originally planned to curve
through the fertile strip north of
the drier grasslands, the railway

followed a shorter southern rotite.
Optimists trumpeted their certainty
that what Palliser had called desert
was in fact ripe for wheat.

Land for immigrants was dirt
cheap: 160 acres for ten dollars and
a promise to till the ground for three
years. Six-mile-square townships
were surveyed, and the North-West
Mounted Police rode forth to keep
the peace.

Settlers fanned out from Winnipeg,
snatching up the best land, and
in 1885 Saskatchewan Métis rebelled.
Their leader Louis Riel declared
a provisional government, which
collapsed after two months.

From 1905 to 1912 almost a
quarter of a million homesteaders
arrived, even as another two
transcontinental railways were laid
diagonally across the prairie.
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By the turn of the century, urban
Europeans had developed a taste
for pastas, pastries, and soft white
breads made from high-gluten
durum wheat, but the Continent’s
farmers could not meet the demand.
North American farmers could.
Improved agricultural land on the
prairie grew from 34 million acres
in 1916 to almost 60 million acres
in 1931. At its peak, Canadian wheat
captured more than 40 percent of
the world export market. Threshing

1914-Present
A h Wheat, Wheat, and More Wheat

crews of 20 men or more headed
west, putting in 14-hour days during
the fall harvest.

Economic depression and
drought sent prices and production
sharply down in the 1930s. The Prai-
rie Provinces lost 200,000 people —
the first reversal of the incoming
flow that had begun in 1870. The
devastating effects of the Great
Depression spurred governments,
scientists, and farmers to cooperate
on soil reclamation, irrigation, and

water conservation. Wheat recov-
ered, and in World War II it proved
essential to the Allied effort.

Combine harvesting and hydro-
electricity mechanized the farm. In
the 1960s Canada signed long-term
export agreements with China and
the U.S.S.R. The industry reaped
its first billion-bushel harvests —
wheat along with barley, oats, and
rye. Today Latin America and the
Pacific Rim are lucrative new mar-
kets for “king wheat.”
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over control of Hudson Bay, Britain
secured York Factory, named for the
Duke of York, in 1713. This strategic
post served as the HBC's main trans-
shipment point for the next 150 years.
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Fur Trade

God built a raft that saved all the
world’s animals from flood, accord-
ing to a Cree creation story. Then he
sent out a muskrat to find land.

By the mid-1500s the Cree were
conducting a far-flung trade in vol-
canic glass, or obsidian, as well as
copper and flint with the Assini-
boine to the south, the Ojibwa on
the Great Lakes, and the Blackfoot
to the west. Hunters and gatherers,
the Indians traveled by birchbark
canoe in summer and snowshoe in
winter, Their willingness to share
their knowledge made the Europe-
an fur trade possible.

When on May 2, 1670, King
Charles II incorporated the Hud-
son’s Bay Company (HBC), he
authorized his cousin Prince Rupert
and 17 associates to trade in fur or
anything else for profit as “true and
absolute Lordes and Proprietors.”
The HBC built posts, such as York
Factory, where workers waited for
Cree and Assiniboine middlemen to
bring pelts from farther south and
west. Meanwhile independent
French traders, or coureurs de bois
(wood runners), and their licensed
counterparts pressed west, dealing
directly with the Indians. Typically,
beaver pelts were sold for muskets,
iron fishhooks, copper kettles, blan-
kets, and such “spiritual” items as
tobacco, beads, and brandy.

For a time Indian middlemen
enjoyed control of the prairie, but
their power would wane as trading
posts marched west.

1760-1870

European Competitors
. 4

Europe’s seemingly insatiable
demand for beaver-felt hats fueled
competition. Life in an unfamiliar
realm left many forlorn: One HBC
officer wrote of “nine months of
winter, varied by three of rain and
mosquitoes.”

In 1763, at the end of the French
and Indian War, Britain gained
Quebec, and the St. Lawrence trade

was revamped. Funded largely by
Scottish capital, partnerships of
independent traders known as “ped-
lars” spearheaded operations from
Montréal. Pedlars themselves, like
French independents before them,
ventured into the interior, captur-
ing much of the trade. One group,
the North West Company, eventu-
ally absorbed the others.

The intense competition forced
the HBC to abandon “its sleep by
the frozen sea.” Company men
opened an interior post, Cumber-
land House, and a string of others
along the North Saskatchewan Riv-
er. Métis hunters carted dried buf-
falo meat to the posts, where it was
mixed with melted fat to make pem-
mican, the fur traders’ staple food.

" Buffalo herds shrank ever more
quickly as new settlers arrived.

In 1811 Lord Selkirk, a Scot and
part owner of the HBC, was granted
116,000 square miles of company
territory. He planted a settlement of
about a hundred colonists along the
Red and Assiniboine Rivers, which
threatened the North West Compa-
ny’s main supply route. The result: a

skirmish between the Nor’'Westers’
Meétis provisioners and Selkirk’s
men at Seven Oaks in 1816 that left
22 dead.

Pressured by the British govern-
ment, the companies merged under
the HBC name in 1821. The new
monolith operated much like an
independent state until the forma-
tion of Manitoba on July 15, 1870.
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orth West Company,
was the site of the annual
summer rendezvous of
traders. Delivery of furs

and negotiation of con-
“tra the next

For information about available maps call toll free I-800-638-4077 or write to

National Geographic Society, 1145 I7th St. N.W,, Washington, D. C. 20036-4688.
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