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This book tells one story of the prairies.  It is about the homesteaders who came to the 
rural prairies to start a new life and farm the land, and the decades that followed.  

In Canada this began with the Dominion Lands Act of 1872, when the government 
offered this land for settlement to people from various parts of the world.  In the United 
States of America this began with the Homestead Act of 1862, which opened up the 
western United States for settlement.

The story of the prairies is of course much broader and more complex than this book can 
address.  Many topics are beyond the scope of this book.

The idea for this book began in 2003 as an effort to photograph what remains from this 
era, and over time it has evolved into more.  This book is a blend of three different types 
of content that together tell a story of change: a collection of anecdotes from over 70 
people whom I interviewed, several historical photos and documents from government 
archives, and my own photographs of artifacts remaining from this era.

The anecdotes about the past were spoken by people of the prairies, describing many of 
their experiences, hardships, and rewards.  I interviewed mostly retired people who had 
lived on farms or in small town communities, who could describe this past way of life.  

Their words were collected and published with their permission, and these people 
generously and enthusiastically shared their memories and stories.  I have tried to keep 
the personal uniqueness of each person’s words intact, including their grammar and 
style of speaking.  The style of punctuation was chosen accordingly.  As I listened to 
them speak, I often thought their words had a poetic rhythm.

Over the years that I’ve photographed these old places, interviewed the people of the 
prairies, and acquired the historical photos from archives, I have become captivated by 
the treasures that lie hidden in this past.  I hope you might enjoy some of the discoveries 
I’ve made along the way.

About this book
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When my dad first came to Canada from 
Ukraine, he bought a quarter-section or 
160 acres of land for $10 in 1909.

He was one of the early settlers in the area, when there weren’t many people here yet.  
He came alone by train to the town of Paswegin, Saskatchewan.  When he arrived,  
he walked more than 20 miles weaving through forests and sloughs, searching for  
the quarter-section that would be his new homestead.

When he first walked out to start living on his land, he carried all his possessions  
with him.  The only tools he had were an axe, a saw, a shovel, and a hammer.  He had 
matches to start a fire, and a shotgun to hunt for ducks in the summer and rabbits in 
the winter.  He picked wild berries like saskatoons, raspberries, and chokecherries.

His land was covered with poplar trees, and it had a few sloughs on it.  The first house 
he built was made by digging a hole in the ground about two feet deep, and he cut 
poplar trees down for logs to build a wall around the hole, about two feet high.

He made a roof from thinner logs in an A-shape, and weaved dried tall grass into it.  
He put sod on top in the winter, because on very cold days it would get down to  
–40 degrees.  He made a bed, and he had a small stove, but I don’t know if he  
even had a table.

Joe Kizlyk

Fosston, Saskatchewan
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They brought with them only basic implements: a hatchet head, saw 
blade, cooking utensils, seeds to start gardens.

By 1910 commerce was so brisk that a railroad was brought into service in this area.

Stella Kowalchuk
Sandy Lake, Manitoba

When my grandparents built their first house on their land, soon after they got married, 
they used poplar logs they cut from the land.  To fill in the spaces between the logs, they 
used some clay, but there wasn’t much so they used manure from the oxen, mixed with 
straw and wood ashes.  The straw added strength and the ashes were to kill the insects.

Diana (Kwiatkoski) Hooey
Hendon, Saskatchewan

My dad started working the Cameron trail, and he worked his way to Lake Dauphin and 
settled as a homesteader.  He had to build his shack out of logs, and he didn’t have a 
stove.  He had to make a stove, a fireplace out of stones and mud.  He was there all 
winter and then he walked to Neepawa to file on that homestead, about 90 miles.

Bill Carmichael
Banks, Manitoba

People arrived in this area in 1899 with very few supplies, arriving by train to Strathclair.  
From there they walked and some rode in wagons, 20 to 30 miles on mud trails through 
the forest to where they’d start their homesteads.
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If there was a low space like a swamp, they would lay corduroy, which was logs 
laid crossways down the road.  There were half-mile stretches of corduroy in this 
area, so people could get to their homestead.  If you wanted to make a decent 
road, you’d have to put dirt on top of that, or horses couldn’t walk on it.

Fred Schutz
Rimbey, Alberta

When my parents started their homestead, they went out there with a wagon 
pulled by a horse and an ox.  They brought their three kids, and a chicken with  
a batch of chicks.   

They travelled for three days on a road that was nothing more than a swath cut 
through the bush, with the trees sawed off near the ground, but no stumps 
removed.  It was rough travel.  Trips back to town were infrequent.  

The house and barn were built from small poplar trees, with moss and mud,  
and a sod roof.  There was nothing else available.

Wes Giesbrecht
Red Deer, Alberta

In the early days the roads were atrocious.  
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Sometimes it would take a hard day’s work to remove the root system from only 
one or two trees.  If the farmer had a horse or an ox, they would be used to help 
pull the tree down.

Tony Kutcher
Dauphin, Manitoba

When breaking land, we used horses for pulling trees down.  Four horses with 
harnesses, and a chain tied to a tree.  The smaller trees and their roots were 
removed by hand with a grub axe.

Dan Zazula
Fosston, Saskatchewan

In the winter we would walk across the field to cut firewood for sale with a swede 
saw and axe.  We would carry our lunch with us, and at noon we would make a 
fire to thaw our lunch.  We would cut the wood to clear the land for farming,  
and we sold the wood for firewood and lumber.  Sometimes we would have hired 
hands, and we would provide their meals and pay each person a dollar a day.

Albin Lebeau
Glenora, Manitoba

In the early pioneer days, people had to clear 
the trees off the land using an axe and a pick.
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They had a pick axe, and they broke the land by hand.  They had seeds they brought 
from old country, they planted a garden.  This is how they started.

Phyllis (Nychek) Maksymits
Seech, Manitoba

My mother Anastasia was born in Ukraine in 1898, and came to Canada in 1907.   
At the age of 15 she got married to Andrew, who was about 11 years older than her.  
They had a big family and lived on their farm until they retired and moved to Fosston, 
their nearest town.

Lots of women back then were getting married that young, 14, 15, 16 years old.   
There was nothing much else to do, get married, start a family.  That was the  
way of life before.  There was no going to high school.  There were no jobs.

Teena (Manastyrski) Lipka
Ponass Lake, Saskatchewan

My grandparents came here in about 1899 from Ukraine with their families and 
homesteaded near Olha and Seech.  My parents were young when they came, 
maybe 12 or 15 years old.

They had nothing. They made a shelter out of branches and leaves to 
sleep under. There was no house, no field, no nothing. It was all trees.
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My father told me that when a village would begin in the pioneer days, a church and  
a little community hall would be built.  This would serve the local farm people who 
lived in the area.  Post offices in these little villages would sometimes have a general 
store selling the basic essentials, and would be out of someone’s house.

My parents used to say that the pioneer days were tough, but they always had time 
for visiting.  People would always help each other with no monetary exchange.

Elmer Sawchuk
Ruthenia, Manitoba

Cutting and stacking hay, building construction, vegetable and meat canning, 
butchering, sawing firewood were all part of the way of life and people helped  
one another with no exchange of money.

Ellis Dankow
Hendon, Saskatchewan

The early Belgian people who came and settled in this area brought their own seeds  
for the garden, especially lettuce and peas.  They also brought a card game called “Bien”.  
These seed varieties are special to us here, and are still carefully being saved and used 
today around the St. Alphonse and Bruxelles area, and the card game is still popular 
around here.  They may be no longer common back in Belgium.

Pat (Rigaux) Pettitt
St. Alphonse, Manitoba

In the early decades after settlement, there was very little money to go 
around, and neighbours bartered and helped each other at all times.  
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