
 

 

 

 

 

  



GOING WEST 

from 

People, Words & Change 

June, 1998 

 

© Copyright People, Words & Change, June, 1998 

    

Published by: People, Words & Change 

(A Member of the Ottawa-Carleton Coalition for Literacy) 

211 Bronson Avenue 

Ottawa, Ontario 

K1R 6H5 CANADA 

(613) 234-2494 

    

Research and Writing by "The History Buffs": 

  Jim McGrath 

Win Burrows 

Kae Bee 

Christine Girard 

Hoppy Roy 

    

Illustrations: National Archives of Canada 

 

Manitoba Provincial Archives 

Saskatchewan Archives Board 

Provincial Archives of Alberta 

Glenbow Alberta Institute 

Canadian Museum of Civilization 

Archives of General Synod of Anglican Church of Canada 

A Pioneer Story: by Barbara Greenwood 

  lllustrated by: Heather Collins 

Kids Can Press 

 Sulphur & Molasses: by Audrey I. Armstrong 

  lllustrated by: J. Merle Smith 

Musson Book Company 1977 

 Early Settler Life Series: by Bobbie Kalman 

  Crabtree Publishing Co. 

 New France and the Fur Traders (Discovering Canada Series) 

  Illustrated by: A.G. Smith 

Stoddart Publishing Co. Ltd. 



    

Published with: - a grant from Canadian Give the Gift Of Literacy Foundation 

- a donation from Canadian Library Association 

    

Design by: Steve Knowles, Eastern Literacy Desktop Publishing Centre 

c/o Literacy Link Eastern Ontario 

830A Development Drive 

Kingston, Ontario K7M SV7 

(613) 389-5307 · Email: rightype@kos.net 

    

ISBN: 1-895999-14-6 

 

  

mailto:rightype@kos.net


CONTENTS  

 

Introduction 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . i 

      

Chapter 1 The Long Journey. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 

  By Ship. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 

  The Train. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 

      

Chapter 2 Homesteading . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 

  "Proving Up the Section" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 

  The Little "Soddy" on the Prairie. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 

  'The Little House" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22 

  Turning the Sod . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 

  The Farmer in the Well . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 

  Winter Blizzards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 

  Prairie Dust Storm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31 

  Prairie Fire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 

  Locusts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35 

      

Chapter 3 Family Life. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37 

  Families Worked Together. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37 

  Families Learned Together . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46 

  Families Played Together . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47 

      

Chapter 4 Prairie Women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51 

  Women and Farming . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53 

  Women and Light. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55 

  Women and Water . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56 

  Women and Food. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58 

  Women and Clothing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Chapter 5 Community Life. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67 

  Towns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67 

  Churches. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69 

  Schools . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71 

  The Post Office. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74 

  Social Life. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74 

  The Livery Stable . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76 

  Health . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77 

  Fun and Fairs. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79 

      

Chapter 6 The Native Peoples . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83 

      

  Credits for Illustrations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90 

  List of Illustrations and Credits . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91 

  Bibliography. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95 

 

 

  



Introduction 

 

 

GOING WEST IS ABOUT AN IMPORTANT 

TIME in Canadian history. Many immigrants 

came to Western Canada between 1885 and 

1914. The Canadian Pacific Railway was 

completed right across the country in 1885. 

Then, in 1914, the First World War started and 

settlement stopped for several years. 

There are two story tellers in this book. One is 

Mary McColl. She was born in 1889 in 

Edinburgh, Scotland. She came to Canada with 

her family in 1901 when she was twelve years 

old. Like thousands of others, they came to 

Western Canada to start a new life. 

Mary McColl grew up and became a teacher in 

her small prairie town. Later, she married and 

had her own family. She kept a journal and 

wrote about her experiences in her new country. 
 

Mary McColl writing in her journal. 

 

  



The second story teller is Mary's granddaughter, Ann Sawchuk. Ann grew up in the same prairie 

town as her grandmother. She also became a teacher, and married a farmer. Her husband's 

grandparents came to Western Canada from the Ukraine.  

Mary McColl died in 1972 at the age of 83. She left her journals 

to her granddaughter, Ann. Ann is now a grandmother herself! 

As a teacher, Ann knew her grandmother's stories were part of 

Canada's story. Her special interest was the women settlers and 

what life was like for them. She was also very interested in how 

the lives of the Plains Indians 

changed when the settlers 

came. 

Before 1870 Western Canada 

was a wilderness, but it was not 

empty! The Plains Indians had lived there for thousands of years 

before explorers and settlers came from Europe. 

White fur traders and buffalo hunters also lived in that huge 

area. Some lived like the native people and even lived with 

them. 

  

 
Annie McColl Sawchuk  

 
Plains Indians  



 
Plainsman with his Indian Guide  

When the white man first came, the Indians showed them how to survive on the land. They 

showed them how to find food and make their own shelter and clothing. 

  



They guided the explorers in the long hard journeys that opened up Canada for the fur trade and 

for settlement.  

In the winter, the native people taught the white man how to use snowshoes, toboggans and dog-

sleds to get around in the deep snow. In the summer, they showed them how to build birchbark 

canoes, light enough to carry but strong enough to go through rapids. 

Canada's native people understood they were part of nature. The 

land belonged to no one. It provided for all. The white man's 

idea that people can "own" the land was new and strange to 

them. It caused problems that continue to this day. 

Starting in the 1880's, the Canadian government wanted to turn 

the huge area of Western Canada into a farming community. 

They offered a deal no one could refuse! For ten dollars you 

could buy 160 acres of farm land, called a "section". To get a 

section, you had to build a house and start farming the land 

within three years. This was called "proving up the section." 

 

 

  



 
Railway through Rocky Mountains  

To get people to come to Western Canada, the government decided to finish building the railway 

all the way west from Winnipeg, Manitoba to the Pacific Ocean. 

It was a huge challenge. One group of men laid rails across the flat prairies from Winnipeg to the 

start of the Rocky Mountains. It took them two years. 

The second part was much more difficult. It went through the Rockies to Vancouver. Men had to 

blast tunnels through the mountains. They built bridges across deep gorges and rushing rivers. 

The work was very dangerous. Many of the workers were immigrants from China. They were 

paid low wages and many lost their lives. 

  



 
Putting in the last spike  

The tracks joined up in British Columbia in 1885 and the Canadian Pacific Railway was finished. 

Before, the only way was to travel for weeks in wagons pulled by oxen or horses. 

Now people could travel from east to west in about a week! 

The next thing the government did to bring settlers to the Canadian West was to advertise in 

countries such as the United States, Great Britain, the Ukraine, Germany, Poland and Russia. 

Posters and newspaper ads promised bumper crops, booming cities, a wonderful climate, and a 

chance for wealth and happiness in the "Golden West of Canada." Some even promised peaches 

in Saskatchewan! 

  



 
Ad on a truck  

What did they know about Canada, these early settlers from Britain and Europe? Not much, only 

that there was land, adventure and a chance to start a new life! Most had no idea how to run a 

farm. They had no idea how big the country was. They had no idea how far apart Prairie towns 

were or how cold and lonely a Prairie winter could be. 

American farmers were happy to buy land for only a few dollars an acre. A farmer could sell his 

land in the United States for more than a hundred dollars an acre. This was a lot of money at that 

time! 

With this money he could set himself and his sons up in farming. (Women hardly ever owned 

land then.) He could even buy the latest and best farm equipment! 

  



Many farmers from the American West believed it was safer in Canada. The North-West 

Mounted Police, who later became the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, did a good job of 

keeping law and order in the Canadian West. They still do! 

 
Northwest Mounted Policeman  
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The Long Journey  

  

 

 
Mary McColl 

 

MY GRANDMOTHER MARY 

McColl, came to Western Canada 

with her family in 1901. She was 

twelve years old. Her parents were 

Annie and Duncan McColl. There 

were four children in the family. 

Mary's brother Andrew was two 

years older. She also had two 

younger sisters, Margaret (Meg) 

and Nan.  

In her Journal my grandmother 

Mary wrote about the trip from 

Scotland to Western Canada: 

 
Annie & Duncan McColl

 
Meg & Nan McColl 

 
Andrew McColl 

 

  



We lived in a workman's cottage in Edinburgh. Dad 
worked as a clerk in a small store. Mother worked at 
home as dressmaker. I guess we were poor, but children 
don't notice such things. 

I remember the day Dad came home all excited. He had 
seen a poster telling how easy it was to get land in 'The 
Richest Land an Earth" – Canada! My parents had 
many talks long into the night and once I heard Mother 
crying. Then one day they told us that we were moving 
to Canada. 

I don't know what my mother really thought. She 
seemed worried but Dad was so excited. She was a 
strong woman, but in those days, the man of the family 
usually made the decisions for everybody. 

My father went to Canada a year before we did to see 
what it was like. He decided it would be a good place to 
start a new life for his family, and so we went! 

 

 

  



Most women didn't know what it would be like in Canada. Some tried to bring all they could 

from home. They brought fancy clothes, good china, silverware, fine lace and even pianos! Then 

they would find themselves living on the prairie in an earth house with a grass roof! 

Others came with just one change of clothes and a blanket roll. 

We were lucky because Dad went to Canada ahead of us. He knew what we should take for the 
long trip and what was best to bring for our new life on the prairie. 

 
  



We didn't bring fancy china or lace but we did bring a piano. My mother would not leave her 
piano behind! 

By Ship 

 

We boarded our ship at the port of Oban in Scotland. If you had lots of money, you could pay 
for a private room on the top deck. 

  



We didn't have much money so we stayed on one of the lower 
decks. Mother's piano and most of our trunks went into the 
cargo hold. There were not portholes on our deck so we 
couldn't see outside. 

There was no privacy and this was hard for Mother. Many 
families slept in one large area filled with rows of bunks. The 
beds were two or three bunks high. Everyone slept two or three 
to a bed. I had to sleep with Meg and Nan.  

Mother had brought lots of blankets and we were always warm. 
She hung blankets around our bunks at night and we thought it 
was great fun!  

  



 

We ate, slept and played in the same room. Everyone ate together at long tables. Men dumped 
food on the table in large wooden bowls. Mother called the "waiters", but they didn't look like 
waiters to me! Our parents taught us to have good table but it didn't work on the ship. 
Everyone grabbed as much as they could. 

On the third day, we ran into a storm. The ship rolled back and forth for a day and a night. 
Everything rolled around on our deck and everyone got seasick! It was horrible. People were 
moaning, babies were crying. Some older people were so sick they died and never reached 
Canada. 

Everyone was so happy when the storm was over. People started singing in different languages 
and some even played musical instruments! 

  



 

M y brother and I had a great time. We ran all over the ship and played 
games with the other children. It didn't seem to matter that we didn't 
speak the s ame language. 

 
Land-ho!  

The ocean trip took ten days. Finally someone yelled that they could see land ahead. 
That afternoon we landed safely in Halifax. We were in Canada! 

By Train 

Ships landed in different Canadian ports such as Halifax, Quebec City and Montreal. 

Once the ship landed, everyone had to go to the Immigration Sheds. Doctors checked to 

see that people were healthy. Government agents checked that everyone had the correct 

papers. Some people never got any further. A few died there and some were sent back. 

Most people made it, however. 

 

  



 
Waiting for the train  

Some families bought large wagons and a team of horses, mules or oxen to go the rest of the 

way. 

 
Prairie "Schooners"  

The trip out west by wagon was long and hard. It took several weeks. Usually three or four 

families would go together. By the time they arrived at the* new home, they had already learned 

a lot about their new country. 

  



 
Mule train going west.  

Most people travalled by the new train in special Colonist Cars to Western Canada. The seats 

were hard with no upholstery. There was a coal stove at one end of each car where everyone did 

their own cooking. There were sleeping bunks which folded up above the seats. They were hard 

too! 

My mother knew there would be no blankets or food on the train. We had our own blankets 
and she bought food and supplies for the train trip west. 

Lots of people did not speak English. They couldn't ask if there would be blankets or food on 
the train. Mother tried to help, but she had us to look after. she also had to get our trunks and 
the piano off the boat and onto the train. 

It was hard to talk to other people on the train because there were so many different 
languages. There was nothing to do. Night-time was the worst. Babies cried, people snored 
and coughed. The seats and bunks were hard. We were glad to have the blankets Mother had 
brought for us. 

  



 
Colonist Car.  

I remember sitting and looking out the train window. There was nothing but trees day after 
day. Was this what Canada was like? Mother didn't say much, but I think we were all a bit 
scared. Dad had written to us a few times but said nothing about where we would be living. 

The trees began to disappear when we reached the Prairies. we couldn't believe how flat the 
land was! It seemed as if we could see forever.  

Whenever I read my grandmother's journals, I think about her mother, Annie. What did she think 

about as the train crossed that wild, lonely land? 

  



 
First view of the prairie.  

She had left behind her home, friends and family. She was on a train in the middle of nowhere. 

She had no idea where she was going and what it would be like. Her four young children 

depended on her. She hadn't seen her husband in a year. She hadn't had a good sleep in weeks.  

I think about all the women on those trains, women from the Ukraine, Russia, Germany and 

Poland. They didn't even speak English. Were they excited? Were they frightened? Were they 

hopeful? 

 
Starting a new life  

 

  



I also wonder what the native people thought about the trains going across their land. What did 

they think about the changes to their way of life? 

Going west was a new start for my grandmother's family. It was a new start for Canada. But it 

was an ending for the native people. 

 
Chief Crowfoot, middle row, centre  

My brother and I wanted to see some Indians. They were like heroes to us. Dad had told us 
stories about Chief Crowfoot and Chief Big Bear. 

  



He told us that chief Crowfoot had tried hard to get fair land treaties for his people. 

Chief Big Bear didn't like the treaties. He knew the treaties and the reservations were 
not good for his people. Some of his band became violent. Chief Big Bear tried to stop 
them but nine people were killed by Indian warriors. He gave himself up and died in 
jail. 

We thought we would see Indians everywhere – riding horses, wearing beautiful 
feathers. 

 
 

  



One day we saw some shacks near a river. We could see some people and children playing. 
Someone said they were Indians and that was a Reservation. I felt sad when I saw them. they 
looked tired and dusty, just like us. 

       
Native man and woman.  
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