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Introduction

The Canadian Prairies, a vast expanse of land stretching from the Great Lakes to the
Rocky Mountains, often conjure images of endless wheat fields, big skies, and a hardy
pioneering spirit. Yet, beneath this seemingly uniform veneer lie three distinct
provinces—Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba—each possessing a unique history,
shaped by a complex interplay of geography, human endeavor, and economic forces.
This book, The Prairie Provinces: A Comparative History of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba, embarks on the first comprehensive comparative journey through these
interconnected yet individual narratives, tracing their evolution from the deep past of
Indigenous societies to the vibrant, multifaceted present.

For too long, the stories of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba have largely been
told in isolation, or as parts of a broader "western Canadian" narrative that sometimes
glosses over crucial provincial distinctions. This work rectifies that oversight, placing
their histories side-by-side to illuminate the shared currents that have defined the
prairie experience while simultaneously honouring the specific characters of each
province. We will explore how foundational elements such as the fur trade and the
subsequent expansion of the railway sculpted divergent settlement patterns and
economic trajectories across the region. By examining these forces comparatively, we
gain a richer understanding of why, for instance, Manitoba's Red River Settlement
fostered a distinct early identity, while Alberta and Saskatchewan's growth was more
directly tied to later waves of homesteading and resource development.

As the narrative unfolds, readers will witness the political maturation of these
provinces, from their early territorial administrations to the emergence of distinctive
party systems and innovative social policies. We will compare the booms and busts
that have characterized prairie economies, from the initial surge of wheat production
to the later prominence of oil in Alberta, potash in Saskatchewan, and diversified
manufacturing in Manitoba. These economic chapters will highlight how varying
natural resources and their exploitation forged different paths to prosperity and
resilience, offering a nuanced perspective on regional development that transcends
simplistic pan-prairie generalizations.

Beyond economics and politics, this book delves into the rich tapestry of culture and
identity that has flourished across the prairies. We will examine how shared
experiences—the harsh climate, the open landscape, and the challenges of building
communities in a new land—fostered a sense of unity, yet simultaneously gave rise to
unique local traditions, artistic expressions, and community identities within each
province. From language patterns to the evolution of local arts and literature, the
comparative lens reveals how the prairie environment has shaped distinct ways of life
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and cultural expressions, reflecting both common heritage and individual provincial
pride.

Ultimately, The Prairie Provinces offers a fresh and insightful perspective on a vital
region of Canada. By juxtaposing the intertwined yet distinct histories of Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba, this book reveals the broader forces that have
continuously defined the prairies. It aims to provide readers with a deeper
appreciation for the individual character of each province while simultaneously
highlighting the profound connections that bind them together as a unique and
influential part of the Canadian mosaic. This is a story of shared struggles and
triumphs, of divergent paths and common destinies, offering a comprehensive and
engaging exploration of a region often misunderstood but always compelling.
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Chapter One: Indigenous Roots of the Prairies:
Before Contact

The story of the Canadian prairie provinces—Alberta, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba—does not begin with European settlement or the iconic railway. Instead, it
stretches back millennia, woven into the very fabric of the land by the diverse
Indigenous peoples who lived, thrived, and shaped this vast territory long before any
maps bore colonial names. This deep history, rich in ingenuity, adaptation, and
cultural complexity, forms the bedrock upon which all subsequent narratives are built.
Understanding these pre-contact societies is not merely an academic exercise; it is
essential to grasping the profound historical and ongoing connections Indigenous
peoples have to these lands.

Archaeological evidence paints a picture of human presence on the prairies dating
back at least 13,300 years. Discoveries like those at Wally's Beach in southern Alberta,
which include remains of hunted horses and camels along with human-made projectile
points, provide tantalizing glimpses into the lives of the earliest inhabitants, known as
Paleo-Indians. In Saskatchewan, archaeological findings suggest human occupation
around Moose Jaw for at least 12,000 years, with discoveries near Prince Albert
potentially pushing that timeline even further back to nearly 10,000 years ago, making
it one of the oldest known Indigenous sites on the continent. Similarly, Manitoba holds
evidence of human activity stretching back over 11,000 years, with nomadic hunters
entering from the southwest. These early peoples were adept at navigating diverse
environments, primarily as nomadic hunters and gatherers, a lifestyle that evolved
over time.

As the glaciers receded, the landscape transformed, and so did the human cultures
inhabiting it. The Archaic period saw a continuation of hunting and gathering, with
distinct regional variations emerging. The vast grasslands, interrupted by tree-lined
river valleys, offered abundant game, particularly bison, which became a central
resource. Indigenous peoples developed sophisticated strategies for bison hunting,
including the use of "buffalo jumps" to funnel herds over cliffs, a practice evident at
sites like Head-Smashed-In in Alberta, which was in use as far back as 5,700 years
ago. This deep connection to the land and its resources fostered a profound respect
for nature, with everything seen as living and interconnected.

Around 850 CE, a significant shift began to occur in parts of the central Plains, with
some communities transitioning from purely foraging to incorporating farming into
their subsistence strategies. By approximately 1100 CE, and certainly by 1250 CE,
many Plains residents were living in substantial villages along the Missouri River and
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its tributaries, cultivating crops like corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers. This
agricultural knowledge also extended into the Canadian prairies. Archaeological
evidence, such as bison scapula hoes found in southwest Manitoba, definitively
demonstrates pre-contact Indigenous cultivation. Sites along the Red River near
Lockport, Manitoba, show corn and other seed crops were planted as early as 1100 CE,
with farmers arriving around 1250 CE. In Saskatchewan, some Blackfoot communities
were known to be growing tobacco before European contact. These agricultural
practices highlight a more sedentary aspect of pre-contact life, often coexisting with
nomadic hunting.

The geography of each future province played a crucial role in shaping the particular
cultures that flourished there. Alberta, with its proximity to the Rocky Mountains and
the vast western plains, was home to groups like the Siksika (Blackfoot), Kainai
(Blood), Piikuni (Peigan), and Tsuut'ina (Sarcee). The Blackfoot Confederacy, a
powerful alliance, historically dominated the southern plains, known for their nomadic
buffalo hunting lifestyle. Further north in Alberta, the Dene (Chipewyan, Slavey, Dene
Tha') and Woodland Cree hunted moose and caribou in the aspen parkland and boreal
forest, leading to smaller, extended family groups.

Saskatchewan, situated in the heart of the prairies, was a crossroads for many
Indigenous nations. Before contact, the region was populated by groups such as the
Néhiyawak (Plains Cree), Nahkawininiwak (Saulteaux), Nakota (Assiniboine), Dakota
and Lakota (Sioux), and Denesuline (Dene/Chipewyan). The Plains Cree, for instance,
were active as intermediaries in trade, travelling widely. The Blackfoot also occupied
areas between the forks of the North and South Saskatchewan Rivers. Conflicts and
alliances, such as the Iron Confederacy formed by the Nakoda, Saulteaux, and Plains
Cree, were also a feature of this pre-contact landscape, promoting shared economic
and military interests.

Manitoba, with its numerous waterways and the fertile Red River Valley, supported a
variety of Indigenous groups, including the Ojibwa, Cree, Dene, Sioux, Mandan, and
Assiniboine. The Cree primarily occupied the boreal forest in northern and central
Manitoba, while the Assiniboine lived and hunted in the parkland transitional zone
along the Red and Assiniboine River valleys. The Sioux, meanwhile, inhabited the open
plains in the region of the upper Red River Valley. The Ojibwa, or Saulteaux,
traditionally forest dwellers from the Lake Superior region, migrated westward and
settled in parts of Manitoba. These diverse groups adapted their lifestyles to the
distinct ecosystems within Manitoba, with some engaging in early agriculture along
the Red River.

Despite their distinct languages and cultural practices, many Indigenous groups across
the prairies shared fundamental social structures and spiritual beliefs. Societies were
often organized into fluid bands, ranging from a few dozen to a few hundred people,
who lived, worked, and travelled together. Leadership could be decentralized, with
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different leaders for times of peace and conflict. Traditional religions often centered on
animism, the belief that spirits inhabit everything in the natural world, fostering a
deep respect for the environment.

Trade formed an integral part of Indigenous life on the prairies, long before the arrival
of Europeans. These exchange networks, developed over generations, extended
beyond the movement of goods, encompassing kinship, diplomacy, and shared
responsibility. Communities maintained relationships and coordinated seasonal
movements through trade, ensuring survival across vast territories. Archaeological
evidence indicates the movement of non-local materials like stone for tools, copper
from Lake Superior, pipestone from Minnesota, shells from Florida, and volcanic glass
from Wyoming, demonstrating established and extensive trade routes. River systems,
such as the Saskatchewan River, and overland trails served as crucial corridors for this
commerce, facilitating not only the exchange of material goods but also knowledge
and practices.

In summary, the pre-contact history of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba is a
testament to the enduring presence and adaptability of Indigenous peoples. From the
earliest nomadic hunters to the development of sophisticated bison hunting
techniques and early agricultural practices, these societies established complex and
self-sustaining ways of life. Their deep understanding of the land, intricate social
structures, spiritual beliefs, and extensive trade networks formed vibrant and diverse
cultures that thrived for millennia. This rich Indigenous heritage is not merely a
prelude to later events but a foundational chapter, vital for comprehending the
complete history of the prairie provinces.
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