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Footpaths of an ancient country
Alberta is a young province, but an ancient country. The
geographic area that eventually became Red Deer is
situated in the heart of the aspen parkland, a broad
vegetation zone that can be found across central parts
of western Canada. Because the people who first
occupied this region were hunters and gatherers, the
landscape is not marked with classical archaeological
structures, such as those that are found in Europe. Thus
it is harder to determine when this region was first
inhabited.
However, it is estimated that there was human
habitation in what is now Alberta for over 10,000 years
prior to it becoming a province. Artefacts confirm that
inhabitants of Alberta’s plains and parklands had
successfully adapted to bison hunting for sustenance long before the arrival of Europeans. The
unpredictability of the bison herds and of weather conditions meant that Aboriginal people were primarily
nomadic, and that new groups continually arrived in this area.
At various times in their history, several groups of Aboriginal people, such as the Shoshoni (Snake),
Nahkawininiwak (Saulteaux), Nehiyawak (Cree), Siksika (Blackfoot), Kainai (Blood), Pikani (Peigan), Nakota
(Assiniboine) and Tsuu T’ina (Sarcee) nations relied on the footpaths in central Alberta that formed part of
the north south corridor commonly referred to as the Old North Trail. Known as America’s earliest
highway, the Old North Trail extended from the Arctic through to Mexico. The network of roads in use
today in Alberta originated with the trail system used by these first inhabitants.
The Palliser Expedition (1857-60) was initiated by John Palliser who submitted a plan to the Royal
Geographical Society that included travel from Red River Colony in present-day Manitoba to and through
the Rocky Mountains along the un-surveyed American border. The expedition was expanded and the party
identified 6 passes in the southern Rockies that would be feasible for a railway. The expedition’s
comprehensive map was for some time the major source of information about the swath of land from Lake
Superior to British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley. Image courtesy Palliser’s Expedition Papers, London. G.E.
Eyre and W. Spottiswoode. 1860
The old MacKenzie trail used by First Nations people ran from Poplar Grove (Innisfail) north on the west
side of Antler Hill, and joined the Calgary-Edmonton trail near Red Deer. Image courtesy Glenbow Archives,
NA-1709-43, ca. 1891.

Territories and treaties
The territories of the various Aboriginal people in the
area that would become Alberta had always been
transitory. Travel patterns, alliances and territorial
claims changed more drastically after the arrival of the
horse in the West in approximately 1730. When
Anthony Henday travelled as far as Calgary in 1754, he
encountered Blackfoot people who were at that time
travelling by horse.
By the mid-1800s, European settlement in the East and
the need to locate more trapping and hunting
territories for trade with fur trade companies forced
more eastern Aboriginal groups to western territories.
In its eagerness to expand permanent settlement to the
West, the Federal Government sought to extend rail
lines through traditional western Aboriginal territories.
Access to central and southern Alberta lands was negotiated through Treaties 6 and 7.
The groups who negotiated Treaty 6 with the Canadian government in 1876 were the Nehiyawak (Plains
Cree) and groups of the Nakoda Oyadebi (Assiniboine) people. In 1877, Treaty 7 was negotiated with the
Siksika (Blackfoot), Kainai (Blood), Pikani (Peigan), Tsuu T’ina (Sarcee) and Nakoda (Stoney) Metis people
had traversed the plains for some time prior to the negotiating of the numbered treaties. Because of their
ability to speak French, English, Cree and various aboriginal languages, the Metis were involved in
negotiating the numbered treaties, and some of them in fact accepted treaty based on their family
connections to First Nations communities.
The numbered treaties negotiated with First Nations people in what became Alberta were necessary in
order to allow rail lines to be constructed so the workers would be encouraged to the West. However it
was some time after the rail lines were completed that population numbers reached the levels the rail
companies and the Federal Government hoped for. Image courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta, Ernest
Brown Collection B2853, ca. 1882.
This medal was presented to all First Nations Chiefs who were signatories to the numbered treaties
between 1873 and 1899. The medals were struck to Commemorate Treaty Numbers 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8.
Image courtesy Library and Archives Canada, MIKAN No. 2851185.

The buffalo hunters
Prior to the signing of the numbered treaties in the West,
Metis people had established wintering sites and cart trails
throughout the prairies. Property called “hivernant
settlements,” Buffalo Lake and the Battle River Valley were
prominent as Metis gathering places. Nearby hivernant sites
included Salois’ Crossing near Duhamel, Buffalo Tail Creek on
the Red Deer River near Boss Hill, Todd’s Crossing on the
Battle River between Wetaskiwin and Camrose, and Dried
Meat Hill near Dried Meat Lake and the Battle River.
Buffalo Tail Creek became one of the buffalo hunting
headquarters, and the deep gully was once full of buffalo
bones where the Metis hunters drove the animals for the kill.
The community site of Buffalo Tail Creek, or Tail Creek des
Metis located where Tail Creek flowed into the Red Deer
River, prospered between 1870 and 1879, when it is estimated that the settlement consisted of up to 400
dwellings that could house between 1500 and 2000 people.
In fact, near the end of the buffalo hunting era, the population of Metis settlements at Tail Creek and
Buffalo Lake exceeded that of Edmonton. Eventually, the Metis carts and trails gave way to rail and roads.
The crossing of the Red Deer River, long used by the early travellers of the Old North Trail, had become a
natural central point between Fort Edmonton and Fort Calgary and subsequently for rail companies.
“Washer Joe” posing with her pony and cart. All of the parts for the Red River carts, including the bolts,
were made of wood. This made it easy to replace parts while on the trail. It also meant that they could be
heard coming for miles as they creaked and groaned over the well-worn trails. Image courtesy Provincial
Archives of Alberta, B1042, ca. 1893-1905.
The map of Buffalo Lake shows the location of Metis wintering sites and related settlements in the central
Alberta area. Image courtesy Royal Alberta Museum, “The Buffalo Lake Metis Site & Late Nineteenth
Century Settlements in the Parkland of Central Alberta.”
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The free people
The Metis settlement of Tail Creek served as a staging
area for Metis from settlements to the north such as Lac
La Biche, Lac Ste. Anne, St. Albert, and Edmonton, as well
as Batoche to the east. This central Alberta location was a
major distribution point for the Metis, who referred to
themselves as Otipemisiwak (The Free People). From this
central location, the Metis provided meat and hides to
locations between Red River and Montana.
A typical Metis trading caravan included two-mile long
mule trains pulling wooden Red River Carts particularly
suited for prairie travel. New transportation methods and
a shortage of game eventually led to a change in
subsistence strategies and many of the Metis settled
more permanently in communities such as the settlement
that became Red Deer. Several of the first entrepreneurs who established more permanent residency in
the central Alberta area were either of Metis ancestry or men who had forged connections with the Metis
community through marriage.
One of the most well-known of those traders who frequented the district that would one day become Red
Deer was Addison McPherson, who had married a Metis woman from the Red River area of Manitoba.
McPherson arrived in the Red Deer area in 1869 and is generally believed to be the first non-Aboriginal
settler north of Calgary.
Addison McPherson was one of the first settlers to the Red Deer area. Like so many early traders,
McPherson married a Metis woman and led a nomadic lifestyle until the buffalo disappeared and more
settlers arrived in the North West. Image courtesy Glenbow Archives 1-222-11
This Metis Red River Cart train arrived in Calgary from the north loaded with $75,000 worth of furs. Image
courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta B2931, ca 1888

Travels with a mission
Settlement builders in many Alberta communities were
missionaries who travelled with Aboriginal people.
Sometime between 1841 and 1847, Methodist Robert
Terrill Rundle was one of the first missionaries to visit
Aboriginal camps in the central region of Alberta. He
was at Buffalo Lake at least twice in 1844 and visited a
Cree camp near Spotted Lake that was led by Chief
Maskepetoon. Two other Methodist missionaries,
George and John McDougall, made many trips through
the central region and in the 1880s, the Reverend
Alexander Sutherland was so impressed that he wrote a
book about the possibilities for agricultural settlement.
Another missionary who played a significant role in
establishing settlements in this region was Roman
Catholic priest, Father Albert Lacombe. Lacombe, who
eventually advocated agricultural settlement for Aboriginal people, arrived in Alberta for full-time service
in 1852. He was instrumental in establishing several Metis settlements in Alberta, and he assisted in
facilitating the numbered treaties which made it possible to settle the West.
Father Lacombe’s importance to the success of the numbered treaties was recognized by the Canadian
Pacific Railway, who made him president for part of a day in 1883. In the tradition of naming cars after
former presidents, the CPR subsequently named one of its business cars the “Lacombe”.
The First Nations campground with tipis, tents and Red River carts, demonstrates that the carts were not
only used by the Metis but all prairie travellers because they were so well suited to the terrain. Image
courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta, A3247, ca. 1905
Father Albert Lacombe was recognized by the Canadian Pacific Railway as interceding to prevent conflict
when railway construction encroached upon First Nations land. Lacombe, a man of European and Ojibwa
ancestry, spent the better part of his life travelling with First Nations and Metis people. Image courtesy
Canadian Pacific Railway Archives, N55322.

Able entrepreneurs
Many of the first settlers to come to Red Deer were
Metis from the White Horse Plains area of Manitoba,
some of whom had been displaced from their land as a
result of surveys conducted by authority of the
Dominion Lands Act or 1872. Surveyors authorized by
this legislation often failed to recognize claims that predated the surveys and that did not meet the guidelines
of the Land Act which specified that land must be
cultivated and a residence built.
One of those Metis families who arrived in the Red Deer
area in 1883 from Manitoba was the McKenzie brothers;
Roderick, David, and Benjamin. The McKenzies brought
along a steam boiler and an engine, as well as a
threshing machine and the components of a sawmill.
With few settlers in the area, they were free to choose
land best suited to set up operations in the river-lot fashion with which they were familiar along the east
bank of the river.
It was the McKenzies who provided much of the lumber for the incoming settlers. Able entrepreneurs, the
McKenzies continued to take part in hunting expeditions, while also providing freight services between
Calgary and Edmonton. In 1888, Roderick McKenzie reported to the community that coal beds were
clearly visible from his home. Despite their contributions to the new settlement of Red Deer, in the late
1800s, the political climate was changing in the North West. In 1888, many in Red Deer were puzzled by
an order from the Department of the Interior directing the Metis McKenzie brothers to cease the
operation of their saw mill.
Still, in 1893, Roderick and his brother were contracted to build the first traffic bridge across the Red Deer
River. However, by 1897, the influx of settlers and the methods of determining land ownership
established by the Dominion Lands Act had forced the McKenzies to abandon their holdings in Red Deer
and to move north to the Beaverhill Lake area.
The McKenzie family on their farm east of Red Deer in the present day Balmoral district, which was
originally established in the river lot fashion. While Dominion Land Surveyors allowed some river lots in
Alberta to remain as originally staked by early settlers, the McKenzie land was surveyed in the square mile
pattern. Image courtesy Library and Archives Canada, PA-050862, ca. 1889.
A camp of railway surveyors at McPherson’s Coulee, 1890 north of Calgary. McPherson’s Coulee was the
former site of Fort McPherson, built in the 1870s by early Red Deer settler Addison McPherson. Image
courtesy Glenbow Museum NA-1905-6, ca. 1890.
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Speculating on land
When the territory in the North West was officially
transferred to the Canadian government in 1870, the fur
trading Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) retained up to
50,000 acres around each of their posts, as well as 1/20th
of the land in what researchers had identified as the
fertile belt. HBC men were often ideally situated when
the transfer of land occurred, and some of them invested
in various industries, including transportation companies
such as rail and stagecoaches.
It was a former HBC man, Donald McLeod, who
established the first weekly stagecoach in 1883 between
Edmonton and Calgary, with a stop at Red Deer Crossing.
Another HBC man, Richard Hardisty, helped one of the
first settlers to Red Deer, Reverend Leonard Gaetz, to
find suitable agricultural land. In order for new settlers
and investors to harvest and market the West’s resources, a rail line to the rest of Canada was needed. As
part of the contract with the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), the government granted them 25 million
acres of land that was deemed fit for settlement.
Eventually, other rail companies received over 31 million acres of land from the future provinces of
Alberta and Saskatchewan. These land grants gave the railway companies great latitude in determining
town sites throughout the West and a reason to forge partnerships with colonization companies. Existing
communities where land values were deemed too high by the CPR were normally bypassed. Land
speculators were often surprised by the sites chosen by the CPR, and fortunes could be lost or made
within days of the announcements.
The image shows the Calgary-Edmonton Stage Coach for a one-way fare of $25, passengers were allowed
to take 100 lbs. of baggage and could expect the trip to take five days. Image Courtesy Glenbow Archives
NA-1905-1, ca. 1890.
While they had obtained land grants as a way to soften the costs of building rail lines, it was still important
for railway companies to attract settlers to the North West from eastern Canada and from Europe in order
to ensure profitability. As a way to help market the western lands, the Canadian Pacific Railway
established a Department of Colonization and Development. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway
Archives A6199.
This certificate confirms the land granted to the Canadian Pacific Railway so that they could help achieve
the goal of developing the “Future Wheat Field of the Continent”. Image courtesy McCord Museum,
M930.50.2.233.

Surveying the West
The British North America Act (BNA) of 1867 was enacted
with the goal to give control of the prairie lands to the
Canadian government. One of the first orders of business
when the Federal Government turned its attention to the
West was the Dominion Land Survey Act, which stipulated
that the West would be sectioned into square mile units
identical to those used in the United States.
The first surveyors to reach central Alberta arrived in the
early 1880s, and the fertility of the parkland suggested
great possibilities. The basic unit of landholding was the
section, one mile square or 640 acres, which was then
divided into quarter-sections of 160 acres. Thirty six
sections, or six miles square, would compose a township.
An iron stake driven into the ground by surveyors served
as reference point for every pioneer and the solution to
boundary disputes, and there were many of those. When surveyors arrived in the West, they found that
many residents had long-established claims to land following the river lot fashion similar to that common
in the Red River Valley area of Manitoba.
The new system for the most part ignored the previous river lot system and decreed that even-numbered
sections of each township were to be used for homesteads. All but two of the odd-numbered sections
were reserved for railway lands, leaving the two for school lands. Sections 8 and most of section 26 were
turned over to the Hudson’s Bay Company as part of the 1870 land transfer that gave Canada control of
the North West.
The Dominion Lands survey map of Township 37, Range 28, West of the 4th Meridian shows the legal
division of the land surrounding the Red Deer River into quarter sections. Map courtesy Red Deer & District
Archives K18.W.B. Dawe Fonds, MG 571, ca. 1884.
This letter was written by a recent arrival to the Red Deer District, A. Telning, who was typical of many
workers in that he had first homesteaded in the United States before migrating to Western Canada. Also
typical was that he eagerly anticipated the arrival of new rail lines and schools. Letter courtesy Red Deer &
District Archives, K36. Letter from A. Telning, 18 October 1904, translated by Trevor Halfvardsson, 2002.

The promised land
The transcontinental Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) had
reached the prairies by 1883, and the completion of the
railway conjured images of the West as a place of
industrial and commercial progress and of agricultural
possibilities. Yet, growth did not occur immediately with
the arrival of rail lines. There was much reluctance to
settle in the West after the war between the Metis and
the Canadian government in 1885, and homesteading was
still back-breaking work.
It was only after 1896 that settlers came to the West in
larger numbers. While settlers to the prairies often arrived
prior to the formation of municipalities subsequent
growth can be attributed in part to a spirit of boosterism,
undertaken by municipalities and the commercial classes,
who often believed that bigger was better. Colonization
companies helped by promoting group settlement, and there was even one attempt in 1906 by some
French immigrants at a democratic-socialist model community in the central Alberta area.
For a time, homesteads in the Canadian West could be bought for a $10 fee, but settlers had to meet the
standards of development monitored by government agents. Despite the promise of free land, by 1900
only 20% of the eventual net homestead entries for the prairies had been recorded. While there was no
official census taken in 1913 when Red Deer received its incorporation as a city, numbers fluctuated a
great deal in those times. The 1921 census listed 2,328 people living in Red Deer. It was not until 1946
that the population of Red Deer rose above 4,000.
The reality of the new homeland was more realistically depicted in this picture demonstrating the long
hours of manual labour needed to make the land productive. Image courtesy Red Deer and District
Archives P3908 MG 151 Hugh Bower Family Fonds, ca. 1930
The Canadian Pacific Railway produced numerous posters that helped promote the West across North
America and Europe. This one was clearly intended to demonstrate the pastoral and productive lifestyle
possible in the new homeland. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives BR196
This original Canadian Pacific Railway Station built in 1892 greeted newcomers to Red Deer until it was
replaced with a grander station in 1910, three years after Red Deer was chosen as the divisional centre.
Image courtesy Red Deer and District Archives, P3201, MG315

The Arches – Pillar 4

Free land – no squatters allowed
In an attempt to attract settlers to the West, the Federal
Government offered free homesteads with the stipulation
that settlers must demonstrate on a yearly basis that they
had made progress as farmers. When large-scale
settlement initially failed, the government sold blocks of
land to colonization companies who devoted themselves
to marketing the opportunities in the West. One of the
companies that purchased land in central Alberta was the
Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company, established
in 1882 by a group of prominent Ontario Methodist
businessmen.
In a promotional brochure, the Land Company advised
settlers that the soil of the Red Deer Settlement was of a
rich black loam and the land well-timbered with poplar
and spruce. This area was viewed as the natural central
distribution centre for the prairie and parkland regions, with much lumber to be manufactured and coal to
be mined. It was noted that spring set in two weeks earlier than in Manitoba, the days were longer in the
summer, the nights were luxuriously cool, and the area enjoyed a pleasant Chinook wind that blew in
from the Pacific over the Rocky Mountains. Even more important, there were many railway lines already
built or projected and, in the conclusion of the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company, every lawful
objection would be placed to obstruct “speculative squatters,” who would not make the improvements to
the land required by law.
Some of those “squatters” were actually genuine homesteaders who had staked land in the area prior to
the purchase by the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company, while others unknowingly staked land
now owned by the colonization company. In the end, there was little to entice new settlers to purchase
land from the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company when free land was available from the
Federal Government. In fact, the colonization company saw little success in the Red Deer area and was
still trying to sell its land in the 1920s.
This image features a colonist rail car made up for sleeping. A special campaign in the 1890s to encourage
settlers to work the free homesteads. Canada charged them $30 each for passage from England and then
$6 to travel from ports on the east coast to Winnipeg by rail. Image courtesy of Canadian Pacific Railway.
NS12968, ca. 1908.
The brochure was produced by the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company in 1884 as a way to
entice new settlers to the West and to convince them that theirs was the best land, far better than the free
land homesteaders could obtain from the Dominion Government. Image courtesy of the Bruce Peel Special
Collection Library, University of Alberta, FC3204.1M822, ca. 1884

A new town is built
When one of the early settlers in central Alberta,
Reverend Leonard Gaetz, arrived in 1884 with his wife
and 10 children, he came in part as an agent of the
Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company and as a
minor shareholder in that company. The Homestead
Company had secured some 200,000 acres in Alberta
and Saskatchewan. The Alberta grant was all in the Red
Deer area, where the company had secured 115,200
acres.
By the time that the Calgary and Edmonton Railroad
Company (C&ER) was interested in building a line
through central Alberta, Leonard Gaetz had staked out
his own 1,200 acres of land. In an agreement that
proved profitable for both, Gaetz gave a half interest in
his land to the C&ER and in return the rail company
agreed that their right-of-way would cross the river on his property.
In 1890, soon after the agreement between Leonard Gaetz and the rail company, the new townsite on the
former Gaetz property was surveyed at a location six kilometres from the Old Crossing settlement, where
Fort Normandeau is today. In 1894, confidence in the new settlement site was evident when Metis
entrepreneurs, the McKenzie brothers, who had by then been denied the right to operate their own
sawmill, were contracted to build a bridge across the river on the north end of what became Gaetz
Avenue. The new bridge provided a safe year-round crossing of the river, eliminating the need to rely any
longer on the Old Crossing.
Red Deer’s first traffic bridge was erected in 1894 by the McKenzie brothers. This image shows the damage
to the bridge from the 1896 floods. Despite the fact that they had no previous bridge building experience,
the bridge lasted until the floods of 1899. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P2901, ca. 1894
This map appeared in the pamphlet produced by the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company as a
way to advise potential settlers of available land in the Company’s townships. The government had
assured that there were lands reserved for schools and for the Hudson’s Bay Company in all townships,
while even-numbered sections were generally reserved for homesteading. Image courtesy of the Bruce
Peels Special Collections Library University of Alberta

The power of steam
The potential for the new settlement of Red Deer had
been identified by many. In addition to the abundance of
fertile soil, there were coal beds in all directions, some
more productive than others. By 1910, 300,000 tons of
coal had been mined in Alberta in general, with the rail
companies serving as the main consumers for their steam
powered trains.
By the time that coal was being mined in central Alberta
after 1900, immigration numbers were increasing, as was
the need for domestic coal. While coal was mined in
several locations near Red Deer, the most productive
coalfield was in the present-day Nordegg area. The coal
that was mined in this area was non-coking coal,
commonly referred to as steam coal. This type of coal was
weather resistant and was generally used for railways and
for steam raising, but could also be used for domestic
heating.
The coal mined in central Alberta was hauled to the rail yards and loaded onto rail cars waiting to
transport it to points west and east. Central Alberta’s coal deposits complimented the railway company’s
decision to establish Red Deer as a divisional point, and contributed to the decision to locate rail yards,
roundhouse, and tipple used to fill the coal cars in what is the heart of Red Deer’s downtown today.
Image features the Canadian Pacific Railway’s locomotive coaling plant in Red Deer. The coal mined in the
central Alberta region was used primarily by the rail companies to power their steam engines. Image
courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives A3073, ca. 28 May 1916.
This booklet was produced by the Red Deer Board of Trade in 1918 after coal was being mined in the Red
Deer area. It included several photographs and narratives about the city and the possibilities for
distribution of various goods throughout central Alberta. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives K83,
Views of Red Deer and District, ca. 1918
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Building tracks for Central Alberta
It was the development of rail lines that made it possible
for permanent habitation of the West as it was envisioned
by the government of Canada. In order to realize its
“national dream”, the Federal Government negotiated
agreements with many regional rail companies, as well as
with the transcontinental Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR).
In central Alberta, the first railway charter was granted to
the Calgary and Edmonton Railway (C&ER), operated by a
group of entrepreneurs including William Mackenzie and
Donald Mann. MacKenzie and Mann’s C&ER charter was
granted in 1890, and by 1891 two branch lines were
completed between Calgary and Edmonton As
reimbursement for constructing the railway, the C&ER
was granted a subsidy of $80,000 per annum for 20 years
in addition to a land grant of 1,920,000 acres.
Of this land grant, 605,000 acres was retained by the CPR to compensate them for operating the lines for
the first five years. Although building rail lines was costly in many ways, by 1902, the C&ER was showing
fair earnings. Subsequently, an agreement was reached allowing the CPR to obtain a 99-year lease on the
lines and to assume all of the stock holdings in the C&ER. For their part, MacKenzie and Mann had moved
on from the C&ER to establish the Canadian Northern Railway. While it was eventually absorbed by the
second national rail company, Canadian National Railway, the Canadian Northern arose from concerns by
farmers and shippers in the West that the CPR’s advantages and privileges were ruinous to their
economies.
The Canadian Northern Railway crew was using a steam shovel to excavate the grade alongside Red Deer’s
North Hill. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P782, ca. 1911
This was a bunk car used by crews constructing the Calgary Edmonton Railway and typical of conditions for
rail crews. Image courtesy Glenbow Archives NA-325-14, ca. November 1890

Competition for the coalfields
From the completion of its first rail lines in 1883 until the
arrival of the Canadian Northern Railway in 1905, the
Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) enjoyed a relative
monopoly as it transported freight and people to and
from Alberta. Every community that the railway served
was almost totally dependent on it, for transportation,
and the rail company even had the privilege of naming the
settlements.
However, there were still smaller rail companies
chartered with a view to developing the resources of the
prairies. One such company was the Canadian Northern
Western Railway, formed by owners of the Canadian
Northern, William Mackenzie and Donald Mann. Their
goal was to access the Brazeau coalfields near present day Nordegg, and they were successful in obtaining
a charter for the Canadian Northern Western Railway to build westward from Stettler through Red Deer.
The Alberta Central Railway (ACR) was also determined to reach the Brazeau coal, in addition to its goal of
transporting settlers attracted to the area by the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company. While
shortage of capital had delayed construction of the ACR’s branch line west from Red Deer, by 1908, John
T. Moore, Managing Director of the Saskatchewan Land and Homestead Company, member of the Alberta
Legislature and one of the incorporators of the ACR, had secured a federal subsidy for this branch line.
Despite success in securing funding, the ACR struggled with competition from the Canadian Northern
Western Rail line for access to the coal that was so important for the operation of the steam powered
trains. By 1911, the Canadian Pacific Railway had absorbed the Alberta Central Railway.
This panoramic view of Red Deer demonstrates the location of the coal tipple near the rail station. Image
courtesy Red Deer and District Museum P3879-1, ca. 1905.
The coal tipple and cleaning plant are thought to be of the Brazeau colliery at Nordegg. Image courtesy
Glenbow Archives, NA-4093-56, Nordegg, Alberta, ca. 1913-1914.

A historic deal
The actual geographic location of the city of Red Deer is
the result of a historic meeting between the Reverend
Leonard Gaetz, an early settler with the Saskatchewan
Land and Homestead Company, and James Ross, an
experienced railway negotiator and the supervisor of
construction for the Calgary and Edmonton Railway
Company (C&ER). An agreement was reached between
Gaetz and Ross stipulating that the C&ER line would cross
the Red Deer River on the Gaetz homestead, thus
increasing the value of the Gaetz land. In return, Gaetz
gave a half interest in his land to the C&ER.
For his part, James Ross, in addition to his work with the
C&ER, was involved in the construction of several rail
lines between 1887 and 1891 that extended northward
from Winnipeg. Although Ross himself would go on to
achieve great wealth, by August of 1891, the Canadian Pacific Railway had assumed operations of the
C&ER. The CPR eventually absorbed most of the smaller rail companies and came to enjoy a monopoly on
travel and transportation in Central Alberta.
While all of the rail companies had displaced earlier transportation and communication methods, they
eventually lost their own monopolies on transportation in the 1920s when provincial governments
implemented highway construction programs. Still, the two main intersecting roadways in downtown Red
Deer, Gaetz Avenue and Ross Street, commemorate the historic agreement between Leonard Gaetz and
James Ross, while Alexander Way recognizes Alexander McKenzie, the man who built the first downtown
railway station.
Image of Reverend Leonard Gaetz and his family prior to their arrival in Red Deer when Gaetz was minister
of Queen Street Methodist Church in London, Ontario and a farmer. Gaetz had been warned that he
needed respite from the pressures of work, and encouraged by John T. Moore of the Saskatchewan Land
and Homestead Company to try his hand at farming in Alberta. Image courtesy Glenbow Archives NA2214-2, ca. Ontario 1870-1871.
James Ross, supervisor of the C&ER, was a successful railway man and philanthropist who eventually
returned to the East. However, his contribution to the development of rail lines through central Alberta
were recognized when the municipality named the main street, Ross Street, in his honour. Image courtesy
McCord Museum, II-85783, ca. 1888.
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A field of one’s own
The central aspen parkland region and the northwestern
plains have always been part of an elaborate ecosystem
that supports an awe-inspiring array of fauna. Long
before the arrival of European settlers Aboriginal people
had recognized the value of this land for sustenance. Vast
herds of bison that had grazed the plains for millennia
had supported many aboriginal cultures. By the time
railways reached the West however, the bison had all but
disappeared and the land stood empty. It was in the
interests of the railway companies that now owned
millions of acres of fertile land, to encourage settlement
and the development of agriculture. They would have to
convince settlers that it was a land of promise.
The railways rose to the challenge in several ways. It
could be something as simple as directing station masters
to maintain flower gardens at almost every station. It could include more ambitious projects such as
developing irrigation schemes that would transform the arid regions, or as mundane as building branch
lines to transport produce to markets. In the case of the Canadian Pacific Railway, it included the
establishment of tree nurseries, greenhouses, demonstration farms and farms to supply produce for
railway dining cars.
To help new settlers to the West succeed as farmers, the Canadian Pacific Railway set up demonstration
and supply farms. While these farms were used as a way to provide advice to farmers, they were also
helpful in demonstrating to the world the agricultural possibilities of land that had long been viewed to be
harsh and inhospitable. Image courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta, Henry Pollard Collection, P237, ca.
1918
This brochure is one example of settlers assuming a role in promoting the West and offering advice to
potential homesteaders on the suitability of prairie lands for agriculture. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific
Railway Archives BR226.

Rural loveliness
In the 1890s, many Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR)
employees cultivated ground near railway stations, and
were often recognized with annual awards for
outstanding gardening. However, the goal of the railway
gardens was not only to demonstrate the suitability of
land for agriculture in what were often harsh
environments. Trains brought a constant threat of prairie
fires, and the CPR recognized that cultivated ground
helped deal with dry weeds that grew on embankments.
The gardens softened the station’s utilitarian character
and had sentimental appeal as new arrivals were
reminded of the “rural loveliness” of home when they
reached lands that they believed to be “sunkissed and
blest.” The request for gardening tools and equipment by
people on the prairies also increased the revenue for rail
companies as they transported these supplies from
eastern manufacturers.
The CPR entered the retail market when they established nurseries across Canada, including one in
Calgary where flowers and shrubs were grown for distribution. By 1915, the CPR could boast a floral
committee, a forestry department and over one thousand gardens along the railway tracks across the
West.
This image shows Scottish crafters preparing to leave Britain for Canada aboard a Canadian Pacific
steamship. Europeans often believed that the new land they were going to on the western prairies was a
land filled with blessings and happiness. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives NS8454, ca.
unknown.
This cover was used in the Canadian Pacific Railway dining cars. It was meant to convince new settlers that
the land they were going to was a virtual canvas created by nature’s brush. Image courtesy Canadian
Pacific Railway Archives, Charles J. Greenwood Collection, Golden Harvest BR170, ca 1929

The right side of the track
Created in 1905, Red Deer’s railway garden was typical of
many throughout the prairies. Often the design featured a
border of trees, shrubs and flowers along an expanse of
fenced-in lawn. The gardens were strategically located to
present the best view from the station platform and from
the train.
This was certainly the case in Red Deer, where new
arrivals were also treated to the beauty of a fountain
located in the centre of the garden, truly an “oasis on the
prairies.” In Red Deer’s case, over one hundred spruce and
poplar trees were acquired from Red Deer Nurseries,
owned by the mayor at the time, Edward Michener, who
had also donated the fountain. Some of the trees that
bordered the railway garden were planted as a ceremonial
gesture by provincial dignitaries when Red Deer made its
pitch to be chosen as the capital of the newly-formed province of Alberta. Little remains of the glorious
railway gardens that graced the many stations across the prairies. Red Deer’s railway garden gave way to
a parking lot in 1965 to accommodate the rise of the automobile. Indeed, by 1985, the automobile had
also led to the demise of passenger rail service in Red Deer.
A short 30 years after the original photo, an unidentified man appears deep in thought while surveying the
parking area that replaced the splendid Canadian Pacific Railway garden. Image courtesy Red Deer and
District Archives S2283, ca. 1940s
This aerial view captures the grandeur of Red Deer’s new station and garden that greeted new arrivals.
The Michener fountain in this image is the same one that is in the present park. Image courtesy of
Glenbow Archives PA-629-1, ca. 1910
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You’ll hear from Red Deer
When Red Deer was chosen as the divisional point by the
Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1907, it provided
impetus for growth and great enthusiasm. Divisional
points were the locations where rail crews were changed,
trains broken up and re-assembled, and locomotives and
cars serviced, providing a steady payroll for fledgling
prairie communities. The decision by the CPR led to major
improvements in Red Deer including a new water tower,
coal chutes, a large new roundhouse, stockyards, as well
as a steel rail bridge across the river.
Between 1910 and 1913, the increasing importance of the
railway to Red Deer’s economy led the CPR to build a new
and grander station and numerous other buildings at the
end of Ross Street, in the heart of the commercial centre
of the community. The confidence that the CPR
demonstrated in Red Deer had followed the expansion of other rail companies in the area. The Alberta
Central Railway (ACR) was chartered in 1901 to run a line from Coalbanks (Delburne) to Rocky Mountain
House. Competition also came from the Canadian Northern Railway (CNor), whose goal it was to access
the Brazeau coal fields west of Rocky Mountain House.
This railway competition not only provided a great boost to the economy of Red Deer, but reflected an
increased confidence in the future of the British Empire. Using the motto “You’ll hear from Red Deer,”
boosters in Red Deer believed that growth would continue, so only 12 after being incorporated as a town,
city status was sought and obtained in 1913. This was a common theme in prairie cities – seeking city
status in advance of the title reflecting reality.
The optimism when Canada’s Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier visited was clear at the parade banner
recognized the Frontier’s Tribute to the Empire. The procession along Ross Street included Sir Wilfrid
Laurier in the back seat of a car. Left of the arch is the Smith and Gaetz Block, which later became the
Ogilvie Block, and then the Central Block. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P253, ca. 10 August
1910.
Sir Wilfrid Laurier, Canada’s Prime Minister at the time, demonstrated the importance of the new West to
Canada when he came to Red Deer to perform the honour of driving the first spike for the Alberta Central
Railway. Also in the photo are John T. Moore (Managing Director of the Saskatchewan Land and
Homestead Company, member of the Alberta Legislature, and incorporator of the Alberta Central
Railway), George P. Graham (Minister of Railways), and Duncan Marshall (Alberta Minister of Agriculture).
Image courtesy Glenbow Archives NA-404-1, ca. 10 August 1910. Image also available at RDA.

Broken promises
While a downturn had begun earlier, the declaration of
war in 1914 brought an end to the boom years and to the
construction of rail lines. Prospective homesteaders
dwindled to the point that the Dominion Land Titles office
closed, and the newly-incorporated City of Red Deer
found itself in desperate financial condition and was
forced to issue debentures to cover its rapidly growing
debt.
The end of WW I did not necessarily bring an end to the
financial concerns throughout the prairies as inflation,
unemployment, recession and drought brought new
challenges. Larger rail companies such as the Canadian
National Railway (CNR) and the Canadian Pacific Railway
(CPR) absorbed smaller branch lines. The war had
encouraged prairie farmers to devote all of their efforts to
wheat production, leading to large debt and little diversification when thousands of soldiers returned
home looking for work and for free land from the Soldier Resettlement Board.
The downturn in the economy that continued from after WW I until after WW II meant that trains were
increasingly used as a method of transporting unemployed men who earned the title of “Hobo.” With
work options dwindling throughout the West during the Depression era, many unemployed men arrived
in Red Deer, having hitched a ride on freight trains in search of work serving the natural resource
industries of mining, lumbering, grain and livestock production.
As in other centres, these men were often left with little option other than to camp in the brush along the
railroad tracks in what was sometimes referred to as a “hobo jungle”. Red Deer’s “hobo jungle” was
located in the valley along the creek near the old brewery building, on the west side of what is now Taylor
Drive. The willows in the area provided good fuel for fires to keep them warm.
These unemployed men stand inside a Canadian Pacific Railway boxcar. Like so many men in the West at
the time, they were taking part in an illegal activity known as “riding the rails.” The men would get on and
off the train as it slowed near the station in order to escape being caught by the train crews. They would
then camp out along embankments, often doing odd jobs or accepting donations of food and clothing in
order to survive. Image courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta, Arch MacKinnon Collection, A15151, ca.
1930.
In 1911, the Alberta Pacific Company Limited merged with the Alberta Grain Company to form the Alberta
Pacific Grain Company. Although the relationship between grain elevators and trains was crucial to the
western economy at the time, today there are only a few grain elevators remaining, some serving as
museums and some are private property. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P3883, ca. 1911

The winds of change
By the mid-1930s, some sense of optimism was returning
to Red Deer, and this provided some stability in the midst
of a western economy ravaged by the Great Depression.
The Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) had long established
itself as the dominant rail company for central Alberta. In
1936, buoyed by a slight upturn in the economy but
facing increased competition from motor vehicles, the
CPR introduced its high speed train the Chinook. The train
was named in honour of the Chinook winds which often
blow into central Alberta from the southwest.
The Chinook cut travel time between Calgary and
Edmonton, including several stops along the way, to a
little over five hours (quite a contrast from the four or five
days required by the early stagecoaches). The ability of
the Chinook to reach speeds of 90 miles per hour reconfirmed Red Deer as the divisional point, and allowed the relatively new city to boost its own image as
an industrial hub – the “Next Chicago.”
However, the Chinook was soon to be replaced by heavier trains when Red Deer was once again called to
support a world war effort in 1939. The Chinook could not handle the large numbers of military personnel
who would need to be transported, so was replaced by heavier trains.
The Canadian Pacific Railway’s “Chinook”, Alberta’s first high-speed train, was introduced to the
Edmonton-Calgary corridor in 1936. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives. Right side view of
engine no. 3001, NS18535, ca. 1936
The Day Sheet for the Chinook’s Calgary to Edmonton trip shows departure and arrival times in Red Deer
and surrounding communities. Image courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives, ca. April 1937
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Feeding the nation
Throughout the West, WW I led to severe shortages and
inflation, so much so that the Canadian Pacific Railway’s
(CPR) gardens assumed a practical role, when it is
estimated that one-third of them were devoted to
growing potatoes. Yet the difficult times did not deter
those who sought a way to recognize the impact of the
war on the city of Red Deer.
In 1922, in a fitting location on Ross Street, a Cenotaph
was unveiled featuring a statue of the unknown soldier.
As it was in many municipalities, the statue was
symbolically positioned to face west, the direction of
home from the war in Europe. In Red Deer the soldier
also appropriately faced the railway station that would
transport so many local soldiers to and from active duty.
The severe economic difficulties of WW I were averted
during WW II, when wage and price controls were instituted.
However, farmers in the West were again called on to produce wheat for transport by rail and ship to
points across North America and Europe. The fertility of central Alberta’s parkland was recognized at the
International Grain and Hay Show held in Chicago shortly after the end of WW II, in 1948, when Red Deer
farmer S.J. Allsop earned the title of “Wheat King.”
Red Deer’s Cenotaph was unveiled in 1922 and featured a statue of the unknown soldier, who faced west,
the direction of home from the war in Europe. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P781
Central Alberta farmer, S.J. Allsop, was crowned “Wheat King” at the International Grain and Hay Show in
Chicago in 1948. Image courtesy Provincial Archives of Alberta, PA 1896/1, ca. 1948

A city transformed
Canada’s involvement in WW II directly affected Red
Deer and central Alberta in many ways. Not only was the
enlistment rate one of the highest in the country, but the
airfield at Penhold was chosen as a training base under
the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan. Canada’s air
training history had begun during WW I, and the historic
agreement signed on 17 December 1939 between
Canada, Great Britain, Australia, and New Zealand made
Canada the most significant centre for training pilots and
other aircrew during WW II.
The subsequent arrival of thousands of airmen by rail
provided a great economic boost to central Alberta, soon
alleviating the economic depression that had hampered
growth since WW I. In addition to training facilities at
Penhold, in 1940 the federal government announced
that militia training centres would be built in several prairie cities, and Red Deer was included among
those.
The City subsequently hosted an advanced training camp, A20, for the Royal Canadian Army Service Corps
(RCASC). The Memorial Centre is one of the original buildings that served as part of this training centre. All
of the increased military activity affected most aspects of Red Deer’s culture. Restaurants found it
necessary to expand, school enrollment grew, and there was a shortage of housing, while a national
charity drive was needed to raise funds for the personal comforts and services of the soldiers. By the end
of WW II in 1945, Red Deer was a city transformed, as buildings and public works had expanded to
accommodate the increased activity, and its citizens had assumed an important role in hosting soldiers
and airmen.
The departure of the 187th Battalion from Red Deer in 1916 brought many residents out to bid them
farewell. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P2277, ca. 1916.
November 1940 the first Royal Air Force (RAF) personnel arrived in Penhold. Their arrival was to transform
the social fabric and the infrastructure of Penhold and Red Deer. Image courtesy Red Deer & District
Archives, P3412, ca. 16 November 1940.

In good times and bad
The training facilities for soldiers and airmen in central
Alberta had more than an economic impact. Training for
war brought young men and women together who might
otherwise never have met. While the numbers of women
coming to Canada as war brides was far greater, some
war brides were Canadian women who left Canada to be
with husbands who had trained in facilities such as those
at Penhold.
War brides either going to or arriving from Europe would
have travelled through the port of Halifax. Those war
brides who came to central Alberta from Europe left the
port on special war bride trains, no doubt marvelling at
the vastness of their new land. For those journeying to
the prairies the trip must have seemed never ending.
Phylis Holmes, who came to Red Deer as a war bride after WW II, began her trip on the ship the
Aquitannia. Her subsequent arrival in central Alberta led to a difficult period of adjustment. After having
lived in Brussels and in London, living in poverty in a city with a population of approximately 3,000 was a
culture shock.
Her transition was eased somewhat because she could stand “shoulder to shoulder” with two other war
brides who also married into her husband’s family. In fact, it is estimated that 44,000 war brides came to
Canada after WW II, so that in most communities, Red Deer included, there were enough war brides to
form War Bride Associations.
Phylis Holmes and her husband Cecil after WW II. Image courtesy Bev Tosh. Tosh explored the theme of
war brides in her exhibit entitled One-Way Passage, which has been hosted by museums in Canada and
Europe. In 2004, Tosh interviewed Phylis Holmes in Red Deer. Tosh’s work can be viewed at
www.warbrides.com
This homestead is an example of the lifestyle that some war brides arriving from Europe encountered soon
after stepping off the train on the prairies, particularly after WWI. Image courtesy Provincial Archives of
Alberta, A2221, ca. 1920.
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Rails, roads, and trails
In 1954, the Canadian Pacific Railway’s (CPR) diesel car,
the Dayliner, was introduced to the Calgary-Edmonton
corridor. These self-propelled air-conditioned diesel cars
cut the travel time to three hours and thirty-five minutes.
In the 1960s, three daily trips could transport three
hundred passengers per day when the train was filled to
capacity. Less than twenty years later, in June of 1985,
passenger rail service to Red Deer had ended.
Not only had passenger service ended, but the city’s
downtown would soon see the removal of the rail yards
altogether. It was a common occurrence that, as
downtowns grew, buildings often surrounded rail yards,
prohibiting the expansion necessary to accommodate the
longer trains that would allow rail companies to remain
profitable. In Red Deer, the Canadian National Railway
(CNR) had long since left the downtown when it
relocated its terminal to north Red Deer in 1959, making way for a shopping mall.
By 1992, all CPR tracks were gone from Red Deer’s downtown, allowing construction of a major roadway
to proceed. The new roadway was named Taylor Drive in honour of Ethel Taylor, Red Deer’s first woman
to serve on council. The railway bridge that crossed the river was subsequently declared a historic
resource and developed as a pedestrian and cycle addition to central Alberta’s Waskasoo Trail system
which now forms part of the Trans Canada Trail.
The Canadian Pacific Dayliner providing passenger rail service in the 1960s when 3 daily trips were made
between Edmonton and Calgary. Image courtesy Jim Aellen, Photographer, Waskasoo Camera Club
Collection of the Red Deer & District Museum Society, ca. March 1967
Ethel Taylor, Red Deer’s first woman to serve on Council, was first elected in 1961 and was subsequently
re-elected 5 times, even topping the polls in 1974. Image courtesy Red Deer and District Museum, P2811,
MG 327, ca. 1977.

If we build it they will come
While the use of the building has changed a great deal,
the Canadian Pacific Railway’s (CPR) grand station
remains as an important component of Red Deer’s
downtown, and a reminder of its contribution to the
city’s growth.
When it was first built, the CPR station served as an
arrival point for settlers, while almost all of the goods
and produce arrived at and were shipped out through
the CPR yards located near the station. The CPR station
was the communication link with the outside world, and
it provided accommodations for CPR staff in apartments
on the second floor.
As was typical in prairie cities and towns, the grain
elevators were situated next to the railway station,
demonstrating the importance of both structures to the
growing economy of the West. Also typical was that Red Deer’s railway station inspired the growth of the
downtown and construction of several hotels and retail outlets to serve the needs of new settlers and
visitors. The very location of Red Deer’s station on the prominent end of the main (Ross) street reflected
the importance of this grand building to Red Deer and to central Alberta.
The current site of the Buffalo Hotel is where Red Deer’s first hotel, the Alberta Hotel, was built in 1891. In
1912, a 3-story brick addition was constructed on the east side and then in 1939, the original portion of the
Alberta Hotel was demolished. It was replaced with the present day Buffalo Hotel, while the 1912 addition
remained intact. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P234, ca. 1893.
Red Deer’s station in 1977. Prairie elevators were built next to rail stations so that grain could easily be
shipped to points east and west. Founded in 1906 in Winnipeg, the United Grain Growers (UGG) was active
in grain sales, crop inputs and livestock production services throughout the prairie provinces. Image
courtesy Canadian Pacific Railway Archives, Cecil Halsey Collection, A97112, ca. 23 August 1977

Reflections
Today the historic Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) station
serves as a commercial building in Red Deer. In 1990, the
station was designated as a historic site under the
Heritage Railway Station Protection Act. Since that time,
the building has also been recognized as both a Municipal
and a Provincial Historic Resource.
Built in 1910, the station was reflective of the distinctive
Canadian Pacific Railway design, characterized by a turret
and hipped roof with large dormer windows. The original
fountain which served as the centre piece for the Railway
Garden that welcomed newcomers to central Alberta was
returned to Red Deer’s downtown by Ken Martin in 2001,
and is now the centrepiece of the Centennial Plaza Park.
The park was officially opened as part of the City of Red
Deer’s Centennial in 2013, and commemorates the importance of railroad to the city’s history. The arches
in the park are meant to symbolize the old roundhouse, which at one time stood west of the CPR station.
The CPR roundhouses, typically circular or semi-circular structures, were used to maintain and store steam
engines.
This image shows Red Deer’s Canadian Pacific Railway depot water tower and round house as they were in
1912 at the height of the rail era. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P-362-10, ca. 1912.
Dorothy Reighley (later Mrs. John Morton) is seated in the Canadian Pacific Railway station garden in front
of the fountain donated in 1907 by Edward Michener. In the background are the Gaetz Block and the
Alberta Hotel on Ross Street. Image courtesy Red Deer & District Archives, P2220, ca. 1912.

