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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is the study of the development of co-operative farming in 

Saskatchewan from 1944 to 1960. Farmers attempted co-operative farming for a variety of 

reasons: costs of mechanization, technology, economic conditions, or the need to become 

established in farming. The motives differed among the participants, however, they all 

sought an alternative to traditional farming methods, and were eager to attempt a new 

method that would have them consolidate their land, labor, capital, and in most cases, their 

homes. Most co-operative farmers not only worked together they also lived together on one 

farm site. This thesis is an analysis of the experiences of co-operative farms and there 

members. 

The election in Saskatchewan of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation in 

1944 aided in the development of the program. The CCF government actively encouraged 

and promoted the organization of co-operative farms, at first as a measure to rehabilitate 

returning veterans on the land, but also as an option for existing farmers as a solution to 

some of the practical problems they were facing. Acting as a consolidating body for 

organizations and individuals interested in co-operative farming, the government provided 

land, monetary assistance, and education for many of the farms. However, it was soon 

realized that the agricultural system was not set up or maintained in the interests of co

operative farms. Rather, the existing system was designed to accommodate only individual 

family farms. 

Co-operative farms had difficulty fitting in to the established agricultural system. 

They faced many legal roadblocks that impeded their development and forced many to 
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dissolve. In addition to the legal difficulties, there was also the social perception of what a 

farmer was supposed to be, an individual. Many members of co-operative farms could not 

overcome that perception and work within a group on a democratic basis. The farms that 

were able to work through the many difficulties they faced, demonstrated that co-operative 

farming could work successfully even in an environment that was dominated by the family 

farm. Though most co-operative farms lasted only a few years, their experience suggests 

that co-op farming could be economical~y and socially viable given the appropriate 

political, economic, and social conditions- and could succeed under unfavorable 

conditions if the members were sufficiently committed. 
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Chapter 1 

Co-operative Farming Comes To 
Saskatchewan 



The co-operative method has been used extensively by prairie farmers to increase 

returns within a market economy. Yet, most co-operative enterprises established in the 

first half of the twentieth century were confined to marketing, processing, purchasing, and 

services. For the most part, co-operative ventures did not undertake production. 

The first attempt at applying the co-operative method to production occurred in 

Saskatchewan in 1945 in an attempt to solve many of the economic and social problems 

that had surfaced in the province as a result of the rapid mechanization and technical 

advances that were occurring. Co-operative farms provided, what was seen as, a practical 

means by which many individuals could remain in, or enter into, farming as an 

occupation and deal with the high capital input that was required. Furthermore, the farms 

also enabled members to overcome the sense of loneliness and isolation of the traditional 

family farm by providing constant companionship and amenities of community living. 

However, co-operative farms were faced with many daunting challenges that impeded 

their formation and success in a society that favored individual ownership and the family 

farm. Federal and provincial legislation was constructed for the individual farmer, not a 

co-op farm. Confronting legislation that discriminated against co-operative farmers and 

having it amended was one of the major tasks encountered by supporters of such farms. 

Gaining equal status with the individual farmer was the challenge faced by co-op farmers. 

In addition, farm members needed to overcome their inclinations to individual farming, 

and adopt an alternative based on the co-operative method. Co-operative farming 

challenged the established conventions, both internal and external of Saskatchewan's 

agricultural community, and attempted to offer a viable option. The success of co

operative farming was dependent upon the conditions, legislative, social, and climatic, in 
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which the farms had to operate. 

The development of the agricultural industry in western Canada has been a long 

and, at times, arduous process. From the birth of the Selkirk Colony in 1812, the 

development of stable industry transpired slowly. Prairie farmers of the late nineteenth 

century had to deal with uncertain weather, pestilence, and the transportation of their 

products. These worries were compounded throughout the twentieth century. In addition 

to the common concerns of the nineteenth century farmer, farming in the twentieth 

century brought new and more perplexing problems for the farmer. The emergence of 

well-organized and highly financed commercial enterprises, such as the grain companies, 

seemed to be working against the prairie producer. Furthermore, new farming techniques 

adopted for the prairie region, along with new mechanical innovations, were beginning to 

take their places in western agricultural production. By the 1940's agriculture had become 

a highly mechanized industry that required extensive capital investment from farmers. 

Mechanization changed the face of farming and brought with it many additional problems 

for the farming community, particularly the family farm. One alternative that was 

explored in an attempt to alleviate many of those problems was co-operative farming. 

From the early attempts at production, it was quickly learned that wheat could be 

grown with great success. Wheat production intensified throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century .1 The farmers' growing dependency on a single cash crop only worked 

to intensify their sense of instability and demonstrate their lack of control within the 

economic system. That sense of instability would grow and became evident by the 1930's 

1 From 1900 to 1940 there was a general increase in the acreage devoted to wheat production and the 
amount produced. From 1940 to 1950 there was a slight decrease in both areas but the value of the crop 
increased significantly. See Census of Canada. 1951. Agriculture. (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1953), table 8. 
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when "40 percent of the homesteaders had lost their land. "2 The Depression of the 1930's 

worked to decrease the number of farms throughout Canada, particularly in 

Saskatchewan. 3 The trend would continue for years to come. Many small farmers 

succumbed to the financial strain of trying to mechanize and expand their operations. 

Others felt they could make a better living in other occupations. Not only was the number 

of farms in Saskatchewan decreasing, but so too was the ownership of the land. Many 

farmers could not meet the costs of owning their land and were forced into tenant 

farming.4 The difficulties faced by prairie fanners were accumulating. A reliance on 

weather and price conditions, coupled with the need for mechanization, rising debts, and 

insecure land tenure forced many farmers off the land. 

The changing agricultural climate in western Canada led many fanners to seek 

alternative methods in order to solve new problems. In Saskatchewan, a unique solution 

for the problems occurring in the agricultural industry emerged in 1944. The idea of co-

operative farming was given serious consideration by many farmers, farm groups, and the 

newly elected CCF government. 

Use of the co-operative method to meet needs. was not a new innovation for the 

prairies. Farmers have used the co-operative method as a means of protecting themselves 

against commercial forces. Ian MacPherson, a historian who has done extensive studies 

on the co-operative movement in Canada, writes that, "unfettered by traditions and 

2 Barry Wilson, Beyond the Harvest. Canadian Grain at the Crossroads. (Saskatoon: Western Producer 
Prairie Books, 1981), 3. 

3 The number of farms in Saskatchewan reached its peak in 1936 at 142,391 and has steadily decreased 
since. Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food. Statistics 1994. 

4 Statistics Canada Census of the Prairie Provinces. 1946. 
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aroused by the difficulties of the settlement process, Prairie farmers turned naturally and 

enthusiastically to co-operatives as a means of avoiding exploitation."5 Although there 

were organized forms of co-operatives in the late nineteenth century in western Canada, 

such as dairy co-operatives, these organizations were sporadic. There was at first only a 

limited amount of formal co-operation among settlers. More common among the early 

pioneers was the informal co-operation that took place between neighbors and within 

communities. Working together to build a barn, or plant the spring crop, or harvest during 

the fall, were the most common types of co-operation that occurred throughout the 

prairies. It was that widespread informal co-operation that paved the way for the formal 

organizations to take hold in the opening of the twentieth century. 

For the most part, the beginnings of the co-operative movement in the twentieth 

century centered around large-scale problems of agricultural marketing. Producers were 

concerned with the grading, handling, and processing of their products, principally wheat, 

and in obtaining their needed supplies. In the marketing of wheat, many farmers were 

disillusioned with the system in which they were forced to operate. The monopoly-like 

control enjoyed by the major grain and rail companies angered many farmers because 

they felt they were forced to accept unfair prices determined by others. There were 

political attempts to address the issue. In 1899 the Royal Commission on the Shipment 

and Transportation of Grain was set up, under pressure from western agrarian leaders, to 

investigate the allegations. The commission concluded that there was little competition 

5 Ian MacPherson, Each For All: A History of the Co-operative Movement in English Canada, 1900-1945. 
(Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada Ltd., 1979), 212. 
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between the elevator companies, resulting in unfair prices for the farmers' produce.6 The 

result of the commission's findings was the establishment of the Manitoba Grain Act that 

placed some control over the grain industry and allowed producers the: right to load their 

own rail cars. Frustration among producers subsided for a period but did not disappear. 

By 1906 dissatisfaction among producers with the grain system was once again on the 

rise. An outgrowth of that frustration was the formation of the Grain (}rowers' Grain 

Company (GGGC) in 1906.7 The association was formed by farmers with the goal of 

gaining the best possible price for their produce and lessening their reliance on 

commercial, outside, interests. 

The GGGC did experience set-backs during its formative years. The Winnipeg 

Grain Exchange forced the Company to alter its internal organization by eliminating its 

payment of a patronage dividend to its ·members, thus removing what was considered a 

fundamental co-operative principle. The significance of the GGGC lic~s in the optimism it 

created within the farming community in the co-operative method. A result of the 

pioneering work done by the GGGC and its reluctance to develop its own elevator 

network was the creation of the Saskatchewan Co-operative Elevator Company in 19118 

and the Alberta Farmers Co-operative Elevator Company in 1913.9 Other co-operatives 

began to incorporate soon after under the Saskatchewan Co-operative: Associations Act of 

6 Barry Wilson, Beyond the Harvest. Canadian Grain at the Crossroads. (Saskatoon: Western Producer 
Prairie Books, 1981), 14. 

7 Harold S. P~tton. Grain Growers' Cooperation in Western Canada. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1928), 45. 

8 Patton, 106. 

9 Patton, 123. 
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1913, that provided legislation for incorporation of agricultural co-operatives. Dairy, 

consumer purchasing, and farm-supply co-operatives were common among the early 

incorporations. 

The use of the co-operative method to solve problems continued and became more 

common throughout the prairie region, especially in Saskatchewan, during the first half of 

the twentieth century. In the 1920's, grazing co-operatives, community hall co-operatives, 

livestock and poultry co-operatives, and the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, along with a 

multitude of other co-operatives, were formed. 10 The movement continued to expand in 

the 1930's and 1940's with the spread of co-operative retailing and wholesaling, the 

development of the Co-op refinery in Regina in 1934, and the beginning of credit unions 

in 1937. Eventually the Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development was 

created by the CCF government in 1944, to provide assistance and information regarding 

co-operatives.11 From 1914 to 1950 the co-operative movement in Saskatchewan enjoyed 

a healthy and vibrant existence. The number of co-operative associations increased from 

102 to 851, with membership increasing to 155,953, and assets totaling $19,852,569.12 

As already mentioned, the co-operative method was utilized in ventures such as 

dairying, grazing, livestock, poultry, and in the late 1930's and early 1940's with 

machinery. Yet, the idea of a group of farmers pooling their land, labor, and capital for 

the purpose of common agricultural production remained an abstract idea. Although co-

1° Centre for the Study of Co-operatives. Saskatchewan Co-operatives: A Record of Community 
Development. (Saskatoon: Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, 1992), 11. 

11 Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, 11. 

12 Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development. Twenty-second Annual Report. 1966. 
(Regina: Queen's Printer, 1966), 40-41. 
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operative farming was practiced in varying degrees in other parts of the world at the time, 

serious consideration of co-operative farming as an alternative method of production in 

Saskatchewan began in 1944. 

Partial credit for the origin of the scheme should go to the CCF Minister of 

Reconstruction and Rehabilitation, John Sturdy. As will be explained in Chapter 2, he 

was one of the first to realize that military service gave people valuable experience in co-

operation and in operating and maintaining machines. In his report to the Special 

Committee on Veterans Affairs in 1946, Sturdy referred to the Matador farm that had 

been established by a group of veterans, saying, "their experience in the armed services 

where they were taught and experienced co-operation in their training and on the field of 

battle, [has led them] to carry their co-operative experiences into their civil life and 

experience."13 Although Sturdy believed that the experience and training of the veterans 

would allow them to accept co-operative farming more easily, he also felt that given the 

agricultural situation at the time, with prices for land and implements increasing, many of 

the veterans would not be able to begin farming operations on their own. The Co-

operative Union of Canada (Saskatchewan section) and members of the CCF party were 

also instrumental in demonstrating initiative for co-op farming. The Co-operative Union, 

in June of 1944, formally requested the newly elected CCF government to prepare a guide 

to co-operative farming development in the province. In addition, party delegates passed a 

resolution in July 1944 asking the CCF government to investigate the possibilities of co-

operative farming in the province. Initially, co-operative farming was looked upon by 

13 Canada. House of Commons, Special Committee on Veterans Affairs, Minutes of Proceedings and 
Evidence, no. 46, 1946. 



many advocates as providing a means of rehabilitation for returning veterans. It would 

allow many veterans to acquire land, cut initial startup costs, and have a reasonable 

chance of success. 
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Aiding veterans who wished to join or form a co-operative farm was not the only 

aim of the government. It would also assist established farmers, who wished to do so, to 

form a co-operative farm. These groups, usually neighbors or family members, felt that 

many of the problems they endured as individual farmers could be overcome if they were 

to organize on a co-operative basis. The majority of the prospective members operated 

small economic units that made it difficult to expand or diversify their operations without 

incurring a large debt. The government, upon request, provided the groups with study 

material and met with each group to discuss the details of forming a co-operative farm. If 

convinced that co-operative farming would solve some of their problems, they could 

proceed with incorporation. The choice was theirs. 

The study material that was gathered for the government was the end result of the 

efforts of a Research Committee that was assembled in an attempt to educate proponents 

of co-op farms on the various types of co-operative farming techniques employed in 

several regions worldwide. The government actively sought advice from individuals who 

were familiar with other co-operative farming enterprises. During the 1940's, there were 

believed to have been four significant areas that initiated such programs: the Soviet 

Union, Palestine, Mexico, and the United States. The importance of those four areas rests 

in the fact that, in three of the areas, co-operative or group farming made up a large part 

of the agricultural economy, and in the fourth, the US, the co-operative farms were 
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operated under similar conditions to those faced by Saskatchewan farmers. The purposes 

for which such programs were entered into, as well as the degree of co-operation, varied 

for each region. In all of the regions the initiative to attempt co-operative agriculture 

came from government or, as in Palestine, from an organization. 

The most extensive program under a pretext of co-operative farming was 

inaugurated by the Soviet Union in the late 1920's and early 1930's. Until that time, 

Soviet agriculture was characterized by small peasant farms with little technology. For the 

most part, Soviet farmers were poor, with little hope of advancing their social standing. 

Improving the standard of living for the peasants was a concern for the Soviet 

government. It claimed that following the Revolution in 1917, 65 percent of the farmers 

were poor, 20 percent were middle class, and 15 percent were well-off; by 1928, 

supposedly only 35 percent were poor; 60 percent were middle class, and 5 percent were 

well-off.14 Soviet agriculture was believed to need some type of restructuring in order for 

the farmers to take full advantage of the new technology, such as the tractor and combine. 

Prior to Stalin's First Five Year Plan in 1929, 

... the agricultural economy of the Soviet Union was an ocean of over 20 million 
petty individual farms using the most backward technical methods of husbandry, 
and consequently incapable of ensuring the rapid development of industry and the 
whole national economy .15 

In order to make the Soviet agricultural sector increase its output and fall into line with 

the socialist philosophy of centralized large-scale enterprise, the government set out to 

14 M.A. Krayev, "Agriculture," in The Soviet Comes of Age. (New York: Books for Libraries Press, Inc., 
1968), 57. 

15 Krayev, 57. 
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collectivize the industry at any cost. The collectivization allowed, on paper, for both co-

operative and collective farms; the sovkhozy or state farms and the kolkhozy or co-

operative farms. The difference between a co-operative and collective farm can be viewed 

as the degree of co-operation that is practiced, the collective farm representing the 

extreme form. Others would argue that there is no co-operation in a collective farm if it is 

not voluntary. In any case, the collective farms were seen as the main organizations for a 

planned Soviet agricultural economy. In other countries, co-operative farms operated in a 

open market economy and were seen as supplementing other modes of agricultural 

production such as the family or peasant farm. 

By 1930 collectivization of farms was well underway. "During the first three 

months of 1930 by one way and another millions of peasant homesteads were 

collectivized and in the process an enormous amount of agricultural capital was 

destroyed." 16 Of the two main types of farms, the kolkhoz was the most widespread. In 

1930, over 23 percent of the farmers were members of a kolkhoz and by 1940 that number 

had increased to over 96 percent.17 Most farmers seemed reluctant to join a kolkhoz at 

first. But the tactics of the government proved too powerful for them to resist. Increased 

taxation for individual farmers was one of the primary tools used by the government to 

force many farmers to the brink of economic ruin so that they would embrace the kolkhoz 

and join on their own "freewill". Another tactic employed by the government was the 

confiscation of property and animals from anyone who was deemed a kulak, or wealthy 

16 Leonard E. Hubbard. The Economics of Soviet Agriculture. (London: MacMillan and Company, Ltd., 
1939), 114. 

17 V. A. Karpinsky. What Are Collective Farms? (London: Lindsay Drummond Ltd., 1944), 22. 
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farmer. In an attempt to avoid being placed into a kolkhoz and having their animals 

confiscated from them, many peasants and kulaks slaughtered their animals. This caused 

a severe decline in animal livestock which contributed to the mass starvation that gripped 

the USSR in the early 1930's. For the most part then, co-operative farming in the Soviet 

Union was anything but voluntary. In theory at least, the kolkhoz was a co-operative 

project controlled by the members. In reality, however, it was forced onto the farmers and 

was controlled by the government with government appointees acting as the managers of 

the farms. 

Although membership in a kolkhoz was forced, the main characteristic that 

attracted the Saskatchewan government was the degree of economic modernization that 

appeared to be taking place within them. One of the purposes of collectivized agriculture 

in the Soviet Union was to "bring about a technical revolution in agriculture as in industry 

with a view of expanding production."18 The Soviet government realized that the 

organization of large farms would require, and indeed necessitate, mechanization. Prior to 

1933, there wert~ sporadic machinery co-operatives organized by groups of farmers and 

kolkhozy to increase access to power machinery. After 1933, the government took it upon 

itself to set up Machine Tractor Stations (MTS) so as to have more control within the 

agricultural sector and to facilitate more rapid mechanization. The MTS proved to be 

successful in its objective, with every kolkhoz had access to the most up-to-date line of 

farm machinery in order to carry out its daily tasks as well as employ the newest scientific 

techniques for its operations. Through the new collective system that relied on 

18 Lazar Volin. "The Russian Peasant Household Under the Mir and the Collective Farm System" in 
Foreign Agriculture. Vol. IV, no. 3, March (1940): 141. 



mechanization, the Soviet farmers supposedly increased their productivity by over 300 

percent, learned crop rotation for different soil type~, improved fertilization of the soil, 

and learned the benefits of cross-breeding and artificial insemination of livestock. 19 The 

distinguishing characteristic of the transformation of Soviet agriculture was that 

"collectivization took decisions about production and marketing out of the hands of 

individual peasants and transferred them to the government and the party."20 

The rapid modernization of Soviet agriculture intrigued the Saskatchewan 

government. It seemed to demonstrate the economic advantages of large-scale farming, 

with its use of power machinery, and the diversification that could take place within the 

operation, similar to what the Saskatchewan government wanted to achieve. But where 
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the kolkhoz was not only an instrument used to increase agricultural production, but also a 

device to strengthen Soviet control throughout the countryside, there were no such 

political goals evident in Saskatchewan. The co-operative farms of Saskatchewan were 

not intended to replace the existing method of farming, were voluntary, and were not 

government controlled. As will be shown, they were looked upon as providing one 

solution for the problems endured by many farmers and rural communities throughout the 

province. 

Another of the more successful co-operative farming ventures, and probably one 

of the most comprehensive forms of co-operative activity, had begun in Palestine. In the 

19 Karpinsky,39-41. 

20 Karen M. Brooks, "Land Tenure in Collectivized Agriculture: The Soviet Union, Poland, and Hungary." 
In Agrarian Reform and Grassroots Development. Prosterman, Temple, and Hanstad ed. (Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, Inc. 1990), 239. 
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early twentieth century, the Zionist movement began to increase the settlement of Jewish 

colonists in the region with the hope of creating a Jewish state. Most of those immigrants 

turned to farming as a means of survival and settlement. Farming offered the best and 

most practical means of establishing permanent settlements in the region. Establishing 

settlers on the land granted feelings of permanency and attachment and allowed for future 

growth. However, many of those settlers did not have the needed capital in order to 

purchase land. To solve that problem, the Zionist Movement established the Jewish 

National Fund in 1902 which was the agency in charge of purchasing land in Palestine.21 

The failure of small, private farms in the late nineteenth century forced organizers to seek 

alternative methods to promote settlement. In response to the need, the Jewish National 

Fund promoted the use of the co-operative farm, or kibbutz, as the means to further 

colonization and viable farming. The kibbutzim were communitarian settlements "with a 

similar economic, social and since about 1951 a common political ideology," and they 

"combine co-operative ownership of all property ... purchasing, production, marketing, 

consumption, rearing and educating children, cultural, recreational and other services."22 

When the Jewish National Fund began purchasing land, many of the settlers 

discovered that it was difficult for them, as individuals, to begin farming operations. 

Many of them were relegated to work for other employers, most on farms. Employment 

was irregular, however, mainly due to the low wages that were being paid to other 

21 D. Weintraub, M. Lissak, andY. Azmon, Moshava, Kibbutz. and Moshav. Patterns of Jewish Rural 
Settlement and Development in Palestine. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969), 6. 

22 Harry Viteles, A History of the Co-operative Movement in Israel. The Evolution of the Co-operative 
Movement. (London: Vallentine, Mitchell & Company Ltd., 1966), 31-32. 
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workers, notably the Arabs. As a result of that unfair treatment, a group of Jewish 

workers, in 1909, set out to establish their own business and lessen their reliance on 

others. The outcome of the efforts was the formation of the first kibbutz. By 1942, the 

kibbutzim had grown to number 86, with a membership totaling almost 28,000.23 The 

popularity and success of the kibbutz would continue for many years. By 1979 there were 

over 275 kibbutzim with a population of approximately 118,000 individuals.24 

The kibbutz is often looked at as the best example of the successes that can be 

achieved through an integrated co-operative effort. It effectively demonstrated that co-

operative community living could be used as an instrument for rural rehabilitation, and 

provide some of the urban amenities to those living in the rural areas, an aspect that 

caught the eye of the Saskatchewan government. For the Saskatchewan farmers who were 

tired of the isolation of the family farm and the limited interaction and access to 

community activities, such a co-operative community might be of interest. The kibbutz 

demonstrated additional advantages as well. It showed that larger farms are more easily 

mechanized, technological advances are implemented more readily, and diversification of 

production is possible. Darin-Drab kin, a researcher who has studied Israeli agriculture, 

concluded that: 

... the kibbutz has achieved a considerable measure of success in overcoming the 
three basic problems of the village in modem society: the technical and economic 
limitations of the small farm, the economic difficulties of agriculture in general 
and the need to combine it with non-agricultural sources of income in the village, 
and the inadequacy of the public services which the village can provide. 25 

23 Robert R. Nathan, Oscar Gass, and Daniel Creamer, Palestine: Problem and Promise. (Washington: 
Public Affairs Press, 1946), 200. 

24 Joseph Blasi, The Communal Experience of the Kibbutz. (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1986), 
16. 
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If the kibbutz could improve conditions for Jewish settlers within the Palestinian region, 

perhaps, as the Saskatchewan government believed, some of its aspects could be adopted 

in order to fill the need of western Canadian farmers. Unlike the kibbutz, however, the co-

operative farms in Saskatchewan did not rely on a shared nationalist and political 

ideology. The success of communal living on co-operative farms where there was no 

deeply shared principles remained to be seen. 

In Mexico, an experiment in co-operative farming was again the result of efforts 

to alleviate some of the problems inherent within that country's agricultural sector. 

Agricultural reforms, implemented in the 1915 reform legislation, attempted to restore 

land to the peasants. As a result of the reforms, ejido farms, land restored to agricultural 

groups under a collectivist arrangement, were created. These efforts to redistribute the 

land were relatively unsuccessful. By 1930, the hacendados, large land owners, remained 

in control of most of the agricultural land. At the time, "Mexico had 13,444 hacendados, 

each of whom owned more than 2,500 acres of land."26 In total the hacendados controlled 

over 83 percent of the private land, with the ejidos controlling less than one tenth of the 

land. 27 The election of Lazaro Cardenas to the presidency in Mexico increased the speed 

and scope of agricultural reforms. 

25 H. Darin-Drabkin, Patterns of Cooperative Agriculture in Israel. (Tel-Aviv: Israel Institute for Books, 
1962), 252. 

26 Nathaniel and Sylvia Weyl, The Reconquest of Mexico. The Years of Lazaro Cardenas. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1939), 175. 

27 Weyl, 175. 
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Cardenas recognized that the earlier reforms had only limited success and appeal 

among the peasant population. The state of the industry remained dismal. It was through 

the ejido that Cardenas believed agriculture and land reform would be improved. 

Cardenas explained the role of the ejido as he saw it: 

The ejido shoulders a double responsibility - as a social system, it must free the 
peasant from the exploitation to which he was subject under both the feudal and 
the individualistic regimes; and as a mode of agricultural production, it must yield 
enough to furnish the nation with its food requirements. 28 

Under the Cardenas administration, 1934-1940, the growth of the ejidos accelerated. In 

1940, there were 14,683 ejidos in operation with a population of almost 5,000,000.29 By 

that time, ejido agriculture had grown to become a dominant factor in the industry 

throughout Mexico. By the late 1980's, there were approximately "22,000 ejidos in 

Mexico, accounting for more than 2 million ejidatarios and their families and almost 50 

percent of the farm area in the country. "30 The Cardenas administration actively 

supported the ejido system politically and economically. Government funding in rural 

areas was given for massive irrigation projects, monetary credit, health, and education.31 

The ejidos themselves were of two varieties: the individual and the collective 

ejido. The difference between the two types rested with the way the members decided to 

work the tillable land. In the individual type, the members were in favor of dividing the 

arable land amongst the membership and working the plots separately. In the collective 

28 Weyl, 220. 

29 Henrik F. Infield and Koka Freier, People in Ejidos. (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1954), 20. 

30 Merilee S. Grindle, "Agrarian Reform in Mexico: a Cautionary Tale." In Agrarian Reform and 
Grassroots Development. Ed. Posterman, Temple, and Hanstad. (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 
1990), 183/184. 

31 Grindle, 188. 
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type, all the land was maintained as one unit. Both models of the ejido were viewed as 

being co-operative, "the difference being one rather of degree," as Infield and Freier 

imply, "the 'collective' ejido being more comprehensive in the extent to which it 

practices co-operation. "32 Whatever the degree of co-operation practiced within the 

ejidos, the membership was, theoretically, voluntary. "This principle is actually at the root 

of the ejidos. To form one, the initiative must come from the people themselves."33 

Although the initiative had to originate with the peasants in order for an ejido to organize, 

for the majority of the peasants that was the only opportunity they had of attaining land, 

which suggests that peasants had little choice. Once organized, theoretically, the ejidos 

would run their own affairs without government intervention. In reality, however, because 

money used to finance the ejidos came from federal banks, they ensured that those loans 

would be repaid. Nathaniel and Sylvia Weyl put it best when they comment on the role of 

the bank, saying, "with its power to lend goes the correlated power of assuring the 

repayment of its loans or, in other words, determining what the peasants shall plant and 

how they shall plant it."34 

Despite their lack of autonomy, ejidos demonstrated certain accomplishments. 

One of the real successes of the ejido system was that it allowed millions of landless 

peasants access to land, while at the same time increasing the agricultural output for the 

country. The ejidos were claimed to have "produced far more per hectare than has 

32 Grindle, 19. 

33 Grindle, 18. 

34 Weyl, 193. 
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Mexican agriculture as a whole."35 Under the Cardenas government, massive land 

redistribution provided the basis for agrarian reform that allowed greater political and 

economic equality in rural areas. By 1940 rural Mexico was demonstrating signs of 

revitalization. However, the policies and programs initiated by Cardenas were replaced by 

succeeding governments after 1940. "Agricultural modernization targeted for specific 

regions and specific types of farmers," replaced structural reforms as the means of 

advancing Mexican agriculture. 36 It was the efforts and perceived successes of the 

Cardenas government that interested the Saskatchewan government at the time. 

In the United States, experiments in co-operative farming began in 1937 under the 

direction of the Farm Security Administration (FSA) as part of the New Deal policy. The 

FSA project targeted destitute farmers suffering from the effects of the Depression and 

drought. The FSA felt that many of those farmers could be helped if they were placed on 

a co-operative style of farm. The initiative to begin a co-operative farming enterprise did 

not originate from the farmers themselves. As Joseph Eaton points out, 

In no case was the decision to farm co-operatively left to the clients. If it had been, 
probably few if any co-operative corporations would have been established. Most 
of the low-income farmers would have been fn favor of the traditional family-type 
pattern ... The co-operative corporation farms, like most other reform measures, 
required outside leadership to come into existence. 37 

The extent and nature of government support received by the farms demonstrated a 

fundamental flaw in the program and was contrary to the principles of the co-operative 

movement. For the majority of co-operatives to succeed, the initiative to organize must 

35 Weyl, 196. 

36 Grindle, 194. 

37 Joseph W. Eaton, Exploring Tomorrow's Agriculture. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1943), 88. 
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come from those who feel they will benefit from it. Governments may facilitate and 

encourage organization, but cannot direct or mandate co-operation. Clearly, that was not 

the case for the FSA co-operative farms, as well as the Soviet kolkhozy and Mexican 

ejidos. 

The FSA believed that large-scale farming would benefit the agricultural 

community. Farm units were increasing in size as well as applying more technology, a 

similar trend to what was occurring in Canada. Many small-scale farmers were under 

great financial pressure because of that trend. Many did not have the required capital to 

increase their acreage or improve on their farm implements those that did usually became 

burdened with debt. The industrialization of agriculture caused great stress within the 

rural population. Co-operative farms, the FSA believed, could solve some of those 

problems. Infield makes this clear when he comments, "the individual, unable to compete 

with great 'factories in the field,' could unite his resources with those of other farmers 

and thus obtain the most modem machinery, services, and results. "38 The intention of the 

FSA co-operative farms was good. It was the reaction of the members of the farms that 

the FSA did not foresee. 

Because the members of the farms were poor and in need.of some type of 

rehabilitation, many of them felt that the farms were only a temporary measure. Many of 

them had no intention of remaining on such a farm longer than was necessary. One author 

commented on the membership saying, 

Many of them were ready to live in a co-operative colony when, in the depression, 
it offered them the only security they could find. But once on the project, a settler 

38 Henrik F. Infield, Co-operative Communities at Work, (New York: The Dryden Press, Inc., 1945), 82-
83. 



often disliked depending upon his less capable neighbor. His central goal soon 
became a farm of his own, where he could be free and independent. 39 

Such an attitude had a negative effect on the farms, creating uncertainty among the 
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members as to the future of the venture. The uncertainty would not last long, however. By 

1944, the United States Congress withdrew support and called for the immediate 

liquidation of all the farms.40 The withdrawal of government funding caused the collapse 

of virtually all of the twenty-two farms, further illustrating the dangers of relying on 

massive government support. To achieve success in a co-operative project, there must be 

a co-operative attitude among its members. Infield and others point to this as the major 

deficiency within the farms, stating that "the absence of a cooperative spirit was the 

outstanding weakness of the FSA farms."41 Perhaps a greater understanding of the co-

operative method and a greater willingness to co-operate would have enable some of the 

farms to remain intact after the government backed away from the project. 

The FSA co-operative farms interested the Saskatchewan government because of 

the similarities of the agricultural climate between the two countries. Both countries 

developed their industries on the basis of individual ownership of the land. Fanners in 

both areas were perceived as strong and rugged individualists. Farming in both countries 

was undergoing tremendous technological changes that were affecting the pattern of 

ownership and well-being of the traditional family farm. The reaction to co-operative 

farming in the United States could have indicated how it would work in Saskatchewan. 

39 Paul. Conkin, Tomorrow a New World: The New Deal Community Program. (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1959), 211. 

40 Conkin, 224. 

41 Infield, Co-operative Communities at Work, 83-84. 
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Its failure also aided the Saskatchewan government in determining the things that needed 

to be avoided and how such an experiment should be carried out. 

All four types of co-operative farms offered a model upon which the 

Saskatchewan farms could build. Like the kolkhoz, the Saskatchewan farms could 

effectively adopt mechanization and at the same time reduce their cost per acre. If the 

members wished, they could group their homes in a common area, thereby creating a 

small rural community, reducing the sense of isolation felt by many on an individual 

farm, and gaining some of the amenities of urban living, much like the kibbutz of 

Palestine. Smaller farmers, as well as those who could not afford to begin farming due to 

the high costs involved, could enjoy the benefits of farm life through co-operative 

farming because those costs would be reduced and they would have access to land, 

similar to the ejido and the FSA farms. · 

As with many of the other models, the Saskatchewan farms would vary in size and 

the number of members involved. Each would encounter unique problems that would 

have to be worked out internally, such as human relations, as well as the common 

problems that plagued each of them, such as the grain. quota system and income tax 

legislation. Not all the farms would attain the same degree of success. A few could not 

get passed the initial stage of organizing. Others, like the Beechy, Matador, Laurel, 

Woody River, and Oka were quite successful and remained intact for over twenty years. 

Co-operative farms in Saskatchewan attempted to solve some of the economic and 

social problems inherent in the development of commercialized agriculture. One thing 

that they all strove for was to provide an alternative to the traditional family-type farming 

that could offer an adequate standard of living and degree of rehabilitation for the rural 
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community. The economic, social, and climatic conditions in which the Saskatchewan co

operative farms began played a pivotal role in determining whether or not the farms 

would succeed. The need to combat an agricultural system that had become legally, 

economically, and socially ingrained in western Canada, one based on the principle of 

individual ownership, was the primary deterrent for the co-operative farms of 

Saskatchewan. 



Chapter 2 

From Theory to Practice: 

The Beginning of Co-operative Farming 
in Saskatchewan 



The development of co-operative farms in Saskatchewan in the mid 1940's 

occurred because of a desire to find alternative methods of farming that addressed and 

offered solutions to the problems faced by the farming community. Saskatchewan was no 

stranger when it came to co-operative activities. The agricultural population had 

repeatedly turned to the co-operative method in order to solve its problems. The evidence 

lies in the number of marketing, consumer and production co-ops established throughout 

the years. Co-op farms were similar in many respects to the existing production co

operatives, such as grazing and machinery co-ops. Co-operative farms endeavored to 

reduce costs associated with farming. At the same time they strove to reduce other 

concerns, such as the isolation inherent in farm life and the lack of urban amenities. 

Despite some similarities to other co-operatives, the complete-type of co-operative farm, 

in which land, labor, and capital are pooled, and in many instances homes are constructed 

or moved to a central location to form a community, was new and innovative. In 1944, 

farm groups, farmers, academics, and the government investigated its feasibility and 

possible success in Saskatchewan. 

The objective of conventional production co-operatives was to simply keep 

production costs to a minimum. In a grazing co-operative, f~r example, a group of 

farmers would join together to buy a block of land on which their livestock could roam. 

This would allow them to invest a lower sum of money yet reap the benefits of having 

land for their herd. The same principle worked in a machinery co-operative, where 

machinery instead of land was shared. Because mechanization was changing the way 

farming was carried out and also because of its high cost, a group of farmers could reduce 

their cost per acre and maximize the efficiency of the equipment through pooling it. A 
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machinery co-operative would allow the group to purchase the most up-to-date line of 

implements at a lower cost per member than could an individual farmer. Both those types, 

however, required only limited interaction between the members themselves in order for 

the co-operative to be successful. 

The complete-type co-operative farm was much different than anything that had 

been attempted in Saskatchewan. This type of co-operative required the members and 

their families to interact constantly in the day-to-day operations of the farm. As Bill 

Hope, a former member of the River Bend co-operative farm, so eloquently put it, "co

operative farming was like a marriage. You had to learn to give and take, there was no 

way around it if you were going to make it last. If a person [cannot] handle it, then just 

like a marriage, it [the co-operative farm] breaks up."1 

Although the constant contact between individuals on the farm may have caused 

some problems, that type of organization did offer some benefits. In addition to the 

reduced operating costs per member, this type of farm offered social benefits as well. It 

appeared to offe~ a better social life than what could be gained on an individual farm by 

providing leisure activities, a reduced sense of isolation because there was always 

someone to talk to, and increased opportunity at gaining luxuries, such as plumbing and 

electricity, in homes. For many of the proponents of co-operative farming, it seemed as if 

this type of endeavor could aid in the rehabilitation of rural Saskatchewan. But in order 

for the project to proceed a great deal of planning and preparation needed to take place. 

The Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) was organized as a coalition 

of reformist agrarian and labor groups with the objective of advancing the economic 

1 Bill Hope, personal interview by author, October 1995. 
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interests of farmers, small business, and workers. For the farmers, CCF leaders "were 

sure that land security and prices were the two most significant problems, and their 

propaganda concentrated on these issues. "2 During the party's first few years, some 

radical party leaders promoted the idea of nationalization of land. This was reflected in 

the party's use-lease policy in its 1934 program. The idea of the use-lease was that the 

user of the land, the farmer, should have security of land tenure as long as he was 

engaged in farming. Public reaction to the suggestion of nationalization of land was 

negative and forced the party to distance itself from the use-lease policy. Following 1936, 

"the CCF sought to appeal to the farmer in terms of his basic desire to become or to 

remain a property holder."3 Solutions that would provide farmers security of land tenure 

were sought. One solution that was considered was the use of co-operatives. 

The promotion of production co.;.operatives by the CCF was apparent as early as 

1938 when, at its national convention in Edmonton, the party endorsed the policy of 

encouraging consumer and producer co-operatives.4 For the most part, however, those 

plans focused on production co-operatives in general and not co-operative farms. The 

1942 national convention of the CCF was the first public mention of the party's position 

on co-operative farms. The party adopted a resolution outlining its plan for rural 

rehabilitation stating: 

... the C.C.F. accepts the family farm as the basis of rural life. Living 
standards for farmers must rise with those in the rest of the community. 
The development of co-operative farm communities, as part of the 
comprehensive scheme of economic security and social betterment, would 

2 S.M. Lipset, Agrarian Socialism. (Berkeley: University of California Press,1971), 174. 

3 Lipset, 175. 

4 The Commonwealth, Regina, 25 August 1938. 



lay a foundation on which farm families could build a full and creative 
life.5 
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In Saskatchewan, the first support for co-operative farming as an alternative option to the 

family farm occurred in the party newspaper, The Commonwealth, in 1943, and it was 

advocated by members of the CCF Youth Movement. 6 At the provincial convention in 

July 1943, the CCF endorsed the policy of land settlement and rehabilitation based on an 

individual and co-operative basis.7 Prior to the 1944 CCF victory, however, the Liberal 

government had taken the first step in clearing the way for co-operative farms with an 

amendment to the Co-operative Associations Act.8 The amendment cleared the path for 

the various forms of production co-operatives, including co-operative farms, to begin 

operation. In fact, prior to the amendment of the Co-operative Associations Act, there had 

already been one machinery co-operative in operation for about a year. That co-operative, 

often mentioned as the first production co-op, was located near Round Hill and was 

formed in 1943. 

The amendment to the Co-operative Associations Act was the first step in a long 

process of creating an atmosphere within the province that was conducive to co-operative 

farming. The election of the CCF in June of 1944 greatly accelerated that process. The 

CCF annual convention in July expressed the party's support for co-operative farming by 

5 "C.C.F. Policy for Victory and Peace." 12 August 1942. Regina, The Commonwealth. P 5. 

6 Alice Allan, -.. A Co-operative Plan for Farming,", 10 February 1943. And J. Stewart Ross, "The Case for 
Co-operative Farms," 12_May 1943, Regina, The Commonwealth. P 2 

7 "Long Term Policy for Agriculture," 2 August 1943, Regina, The Commonwealth. P 4. 

8 Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development, Annual Report, 1944-45. 
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calling on the government to investigate the possibilities of establishing co-op farms. The 

resolution stated, 

Be it resolved that this Government be requested to investigate the 
feasibility of the co-operative idea of farming and if found satisfactory in 
their opinion one or more farms to be established on a voluntary and 
experimental basis. 9 

The party newspaper, attempting to get the public support of the idea, also began to focus 

on the possibility of co-op farming. As George Melnyk put it, "as soon as the new 

government took office, the party press began to agitate vociferously for co-op farms." 10 

In the August 9 issue of The Commonwealth, K.E. Dickson, in an article titled "Individual 

Farming Compared with Possible Co-operative System," outlined many of the problems 

affecting agriculture in the province and espoused co-operative farming as a solution. 

Subsequent issues of the paper announced the intention of holding a conference to discuss 

the possibilities of co-op farming and related the results of the eventual conference. Three 

consecutive issues of the paper, September 6 to September 20, ran articles on collective 

farming presented by the Committee of the Prairie School for Social Advance from 

Winnipeg (a group whose ideas for collective farming were turned down by the 

government). On November 8, the paper included an article titled "Collective Settlements 

in Palestine," and on December 13 an article titled "Farming Methods in USSR 

Described." It was clear that the party press was in favor of the government's initiative to 

investigate the possibilities of co-op farms. The government, at the same time, seemed 

9 "Resolutions of Convention," 19 July 1944, Regina, The Commonwealth. P 4. 

10 George Melnyk, ''The C.C.F. and the Establishment of Co-operative Farms in Saskatchewan: 1944-
1952." In The Theory and Practice of Co-operative Propertv. Jo-Anne Andre and David Laycock 
ed.,(1987), 114. 



ready to implement plans for co-operative farming, as it was for many other areas of 

policy, soon after being elected. As one writer has commented, 

Few governments have assumed office with legislative plans so well in 
place. The party had during the previous year set up task forces under 
chairmen who, in many instances, became the cabinet members. 
Legislative proposals had been studiously examined by the party's 
provincial council and even by a special meeting of the CCF national 
executive the previous December. Many bills were close to a final draft 
even before the election was called. 11 

The first step of the government was to organize a conference devoted to 

examining aspects of co-operative farming. The government assumed responsibility for 
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organizing the conference; however, the impetus came from a variety of sources and was 

supported within the co-operative movement. The Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan 

had formally requested the newly elected government to investigate the viability of co-

operative farming in June 1944. At the ·annual provincial CCF convention a resolution 

was passed that established the party's position on the idea. As a result of the requests, 

the Minister of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation, John Sturdy, called a conference in 

Regina on August 25, 1944, that was attended by people representing all levels of 

government, the University of Saskatchewan, co-operative associations, and numerous 

farmers. For the most part, the conference spent its time discussing the various needs 

within the farming community and how co-operative farming could overcome or lessen 

many of those difficulties. Of particular interest was the future fate of the returning 

service personnel from the war. Co-operative farming seemed to offer the possibility of 

rehabilitating many of them into civilian life. Chairman of the conference, John Sturdy, 

called attention to the training the armed forces personnel had received during the war 

11 Doris French Shackleton, Tommy Douglas. (Halifax: Goodread Biographies, 1983), 159. 
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and how that training would benefit co-operative farms. In his address to the conference 

Sturdy pointed out; 

World War II has given the men in the armed services of the Allied Nations an 
intensive training in army co-operation, not only within the unit but within the 
whole army formation and between the various services as well. The soldiers of 
this war have had a sound basic training in co-operation and in mechanics. These 
mechanically-trained men will not take kindly to horse-drawn agricultural 
implements because they have been used to commanding machines .. .It is not 
likely that these returned men will be willing to return to primitive methods and 
pioneer conditions after learning how to succeed by mean of group action. 12 

The result of the conference was that the priority of the government would be to aid in 

any way possible the re-establishment of the veteran onto the land, and if desired by the 

veteran, through the use of co-operative farms. To show their commitment to the idea of 

co-operative farming, the delegates present at the conference passed a resolution 

endorsing the program and the government's proposed role in it. The government was 

eager to lead the charge for co-operative farming, however, it did not consider the 

development of such farms a "state responsibility", as some have since contended.13 The 

government assumed the responsibility of preparing and co-ordinating plans for the 

possibility of establishing co-op farms but did not fee~ that such farms should be state-

operated. A resolution passed at the August conference confirmed the role the 

government was prepared to accept and has also led some individuals into believing that 

the government wanted the farms to be state-run: 

Therefore be it resolved that several alternative plans for the application of 
co-operative principles to the problems of agricultural production and 
ways and means of providing facilities for the improvement of rural 

12 Summary of the Minutes of The Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August 1944. SAB, T.C. 
Douglas Papers, Premier's files, R 33.1, file 107. 

13 Melnyk, 115. In his article Melnyk proposes that because the government assumed the role of educator 
for the co-operative farm movement that it felt the farms were a state responsibility. 



conditions be prepared by the Government in consultation with a 
representative committee appointed by the Conference with special 
reference to the needs of veterans, but that the said plans be drafted in such 
a way as to be applicable to the needs of interested farmers generally!4 

On the contrary, however, the conference believed that any co-operative farm organized 
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should operate separate from and free of government influence and control. As part of the 

same resolution indicating the government's role, the conference stated: 

... and it is further recommended that the objective of any co-operative farming 
scheme whether limited or comprehensive in scope should be to encourage those 
participating to assume full responsibility as soon as possible in administering 
such a scheme on a co-operative self-help basis.15 

Clearly, the conference and the government believed that education and assistance would 

be needed in order for such farms to organize and looked upon itself as being the facility 

able to provide such support. Yet, the conference organized by the government stated that 

the farms should evolve to become independent co-operative organizations free of 

government assistance. 

A result of the conference on co-operative farming held August 25, 1944, was the 

creation of the Consultation Committee on Co-operative Farming composed of 

individuals representing various organizations and institutions that attended the general 

conference. The purpose of this committee was to "consult with the Government as to the 

ways and means of applying co-operative principles to the problems of agricultural 

production and of providing facilities for the improvement of rural living conditions with 

special reference to needs of veterans."16 One of the first steps taken by the committee 

14 SAB, Summary of Minutes of the Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August, 1944. 

15 SAB, Summary of Minutes of the Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August 1944. 
16 See Summary of Minutes of the Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 Sugust 1944. 



was to point out to the government that more research was needed regarding the many 

aspects of co-operative farming. As a result, a Research Committee on Co-operative 

Farming was formed by government officials and academics, in order to collect and 

analyze as much information as possible pertaining to co-operative farming enterprises 

worldwide. It was the efforts of that committee that provided the government with 

material regarding the various forms of co-operative farming in the USSR, Palestine, 

Mexico, and the United States. 
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The efforts of the Research Committee produced the Guide to Co-operative Farm 

Planning in 1945 which was subsequently published in 1947 by the Saskatchewan 

government. By 1946, the government had assembled a series of twelve study bulletins 

that dealt with many aspects of co-operative farming. They were prepared by the 

Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development for use by anyone interested 

in that type of co-operation. 

The work completed by the Research Committee was the main instrument used by 

the government and other agencies to educate and inform interested parties about co

operative farming. The materials were given to both veterans and civilian farmers who 

wished to find out more. 

With the end of the war in sight and the prospect looming of thousands of 

veterans returning from overseas, the government focused its efforts on farming as a 

means of re-establishing many of the veterans on the land. At the Conference on 

Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, held December 28 and 29, 1944, plans were laid 

out for the most practical ways in which individual farming as well as co-operative 



32 

farming could be carried out among returning veterans. Two of the difficulties the 

government had were determining the number of veterans who might want to return to 

the land and the actual amount of land available in the province. The chairman of the 

conference made that clear in his statement: "the Province was faced with the possibility 

of settling 10,000 or 15,000 men and maybe 20,000 on the land and very little was 

available to The Veterans' Land Act officials at the ceiling price of $4,800 allowed under 

the Act. Furthermore no man should be put on submarginal or even marginal land." 17 

Adding to their concern was the total amount of land the Department of Natural 

Resources had at its disposal, roughly 3,360,000 acres, of which "only a small proportion 

was suitable for agriculture."18 If the estimates turned out to be correct, the government 

would have difficulty fulfilling its duty to returned veterans. Yet, the veterans, the 

chairman pointed out, "have earned the·right to any suitable land which could be placed at 

their disposal."19 

It was clear that the government first and foremost wanted to provide 

opportunities for as many veterans as possible to become involved in farming following 

the war. Co-operative farming was another means by which that could be accomplished. 

In government materials, caution and education were always stressed. Proceeding into co-

operative farming on a large scale, without proper knowledge and preparation, could 

17 Minutes and Proceedings of Conference on Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, 28&29 December 
1944. SAB, Records of the Department of Agriculture. Agricultural Representatives Services Division, R 
259, file III. 5.~ 15 

18 See Conference on Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, 15. The Department of Natural Resources 
stated that it had 21 ,000 parcels of land available. Assuming that a parcel is equal to 160 acres, they would 
have 3,360,000 acres. 

19 See Conference on Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, 16. 
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prove disastrous. As one delegate to the Conference on Rehabilitation put it, he saw 

"nothing in the way of successfully establishing co-operative farms but warned that this 

should not be construed to mean that an extensive program could be inaugurated at 

once ... there should be an educational program for those interested in co-operative 

farming. "2° Furthermore, the government had no intention of forcing anyone into a co-

operative farm. The entire project would be based on voluntary participation. The 

government's intentions in regards to co-operative farming were summarized by the 

chairman of the conference: "There was no intention of starting out on a large scale 

scheme, and those [farms] that were started would be on an entirely voluntary basis and 

would serve as experimental units in order that the advantages could be thoroughly 

appraised and the difficulties overcome."21 If co-operative farming was going to succeed, 

care in its development and careful evaluation of successes and failures had to take place. 

By March of 1945, the first attempt at co-operative farming was underway, 

preceding the government information. The first complete-type co-operative farm in 

Saskatchewan was organized near Sturgis. With a membership totaling 10, including the 

CCF Member of Parliament for the Mackenzie constituency, A.M. (Sandy) Nicholson, 

the group was set up with little government assistance. 

It took months of organization to get the Sturgis venture underway ... The group 
learned to its dismay the Saskatchewan government had not formulated specific 
information on farm co-operatives, leaving the Sturgis group to lead the way. In 
fact, the government departments concerned with co-operatives requested the 
group to forward pertinent material for departmental files. 22 

20 See Conference on Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, 12. The opinion was expressed by a Mr. 
Lewis at the Conference. 

21 See Conference on Rehabilitation of Ex-Service Personnel, 14. 

22 Betty L. Dyck, Running To Beat Hell. (Winnipeg: Hignell Printing Limited, 1988), 141. 
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It was left up to the members to formulate the specific working arrangement of their 

organization. The farm by laws were formulated from scratch because it was the first farm 

established. The bylaws covered all legal matters that affected the farm operation 

including membership, financing, operating methods, and distribution of surplus. The 

efforts of the Sturgis group would become the model from which many other co-operative 

farms would copy. The government forwarded copies of the Sturgis bylaws to other 

interested groups to familiarize them with the basic setup of such an operation. 

The establishment of the Sturgis co-operative farm provided the government with 

a practical and real co-operative experiment that could be monitored and studied. The 

internal operations of such a farm were never really understood because there had never 

been such an operation in the province. However, because the Sturgis farm was a civilian 

operation, many of the difficulties that veterans were to encounter were not a factor. For 

example, the land and equipment of the Sturgis farm was pooled by the members, who 

were already established farmers. Veterans, on the other hand, needed to obtain land and 

equipment in order to begin farming. The provincial government was ready to assist 

veteran co-op farms in any way it could. However, when the farms began organizing they 

began to encounter many legislative obstacles and federal-provincial disagreements. 

For veterans wishing to begin farming on an individual basis, accessing their VLA 

grants was straightforward. Any veteran wishing to farm had access to $4,800 for land 

purchase and $1,200 for equipment and other accessories. Those wishing to group 

themselves into a co-operative farm did not have access to their grants due to legislative 

roadblocks in Ottawa. In 1945 the Act did not cover veterans who wanted to form co-



operative farms, thereby eliminating them from using in a co-operative farm any federal 

assistance they were entitled to for their service during the war. 
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The Saskatchewan government actively lobbied the federal government to change 

the Veterans' Land Act. But for the time being, when the first veterans' co-operative farm 

was established in 1946 at Matador, it was left to the provincial government to provide 

financial assistance to the group in order for them to begin operations. The government 

was willing to provide such assistance because it was optimistic that the federal 

government would amend the act to allow veterans who joined co-operative farms to 

receive their grants. Once that happened, the farm would repay the provincial 

government. However, the fight to change the act would take longer than expected. 

In its attempts to have the Veterans' Land Act amended to provide assistance for 

individuals joining co-operative farms; the Saskatchewan government sent John Sturdy, 

Minister of Reconstruction, to Ottawa to argue its case. Appearing before the 

Subcommittee on Cooperatives, May 22, 1946, Sturdy formally asked that amendments 

be made to the ~ct in order that all veterans would be eligible to receive their grants to 

begin farming, especially co-operative farming. In 1946, the act stipulated that any 

veteran farming on Crown land was eligible for a grant of $2,320 for the purchase of 

livestock, equipment, and other necessities to begin farming. There was no provision in 

the act that allowed grants to be made to a group, only to individuals. Sturdy's 

presentation to the subcommittee persuaded its members to request the Special 

Committee on Veterans Affairs to listen to his argument. In July 1946, Sturdy presented 
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his views to the Special Committee with the hope of getting the needed amendments to 

the act. 

In the end, Sturdy's requests for amendments to the act were rejected because the 

federal government did not feel that that co-operative farms would provide the necessary 

security for each individual and because some members of the committees were not in 

favor of such an idea. In his address to the Citizens' Committee Conference later in 

1946, Sturdy commented on the government's efforts to have the act amended: 

We have endeavored to secure grants for them [veterans who form co-operative 
farms] in multiples of $2,320.00 so that they may use them for the purchase of 
stock and equipment and implements. To date this has been refused. I appeared 
before two parliamentary committees in Ottawa but so far there is only a great 
deal of sympathy on the part of the members for what is being attempted, but our 
application was turned down. 23 

The rejection of the proposed amendment to the Veterans' Land Act in 1946 caused the 

veterans a great deal of anxiety and placed the provincial government in the precarious 

position of continuing to advance funds to such farms. By recognizing the problem with 

the VLA and attempting to remedy the situation beforehand, the provincial government 

had hoped to create a congenial atmosphere in which veterans wanting to co-operative 

farm could do so without additional and unnecessary problems to overcome. 

As mentioned earlier, the amount of available land that was suitable for 

agriculture was limited. Yet, the provincial government was obligated to attempt to 

rehabilitate as many veterans as possible who wanted to pursue farming as an occupation. 

Sturdy stressed the need for more land because there were over 5,000 applications from 

23 Citizens' Committee Conference. Land and Housing. Speech by the Hon. J. H. Sturdy, Minister of 
Reconstruction, 1946, p 3. SAB, Records of the Department of Agriculture, Lands Branch, R 264, file 
29.2. 



37 

veterans in 1946 wanting farmland and only 1,100 to 1 ,200 units available. 24 Preparations 

to alleviate that problem were made with soil surveys of the Pasquia Forest area, 

approximately twenty-five miles northeast of Carrot River. According to estimates made 

of the area, there was the possibility that an additional 250,000 acres could be allocated 

for agricultural needs. Once the government was aware of the results of the soil survey, 

plans were put in place to prepare the area for settlement. In 1946, the government had 

"already commenced assembling equipment in that area.": 

It is our [the governments] intention to develop that area in a planned way and 
provide for an amount of land clearance and breaking on each unit settled by 
returned men there. We want to develop some of it co-operatively ... Each man 
must have sufficient land under cultivation to enable him to make a fair start. The 
project must be well planned to provide for roads, social services, schools, 
medical services and so on.25 

Development of the Carrot River area was difficult. Access into the proposed region was 

limited to only one or two roads and they were not well-maintained, all-weather roads. 

The bridge spanning the Carrot River was precarious during spring run-off and was often 

washed out. In order to develop the area, a great deal of planning and preparation was 

needed. The degree to which the government followed its own recommendations for the 

area is debatable. Many of the first pioneers in the area were discouraged with the prior 

preparation due largely to the lack of good roads and proper drainage of the land. 

The Carrot River area seemed like an ideal region in which co-operative farming 

could be practiced. Co-operative farms could be located on one or two main roads, 

whereas individual settlement with scattered farmsteads would require an extensive road 

24 See Citizens' Committee Conference. Land and Housing, 1. 

25 See Citizens' Committee Conference. Land and Housing, 2. 
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system in order to provide each settler with reasonable access into and out of the area. 

Such a scheme would require enormous amounts of capital that the government did not 

have. Furthermore, by favoring co-operative farming, necessities such as schools could be 

located within a short distance from a large number of children, again reducing the 

potential cost to develop the area. The idea that the area was suitable for co-operative 

farming was actually put forth in a report by the Saskatchewan Reconstruction Council in 

1944. The council was created by an order-in-council on October 20, 1943 with the 

mandate to study problems that may develop following the conclusion of the war and 

recommend solutions to those problems.26 Comprised of academics from the University 

of Saskatchewan, the council, foreseeing the possible need for additional agricultural 

lands, recommended "that settlement in the grey soil zone [Carrot River Area] would 

require special assistance in clearing and development, to ensure reasonable security for 

the settler ... This would be an excellent area for testing co-operative farming."27 By 1948, 

the first of ten co-operative farms was ready to be established in the region. 

One of the tasks the government needed to perform was to get veterans interested 

in co-operative farming. That problem was quickly solved. Because the region was 

basically a forest reserve, there needed to be land clearing and breaking performed in 

order to provide agricultural land. In order to open up the land, the government employed 

veterans who became interested in co-operative farming to work on the project. While 

working it was believed that the men would get to know one another and voluntarily form 

groups, of no less than five members, and then apply for land and begin farming. Prior to 

26 Report of the Saskatchewan Reconstruction Council. (Regina: King's Printer, 1944), 9. 

27 Report of the Saskatchewan Reconstruction Council. (Regina: King's Printer, 1944), 83. 
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incorporation of the co-operative farm, the group would be informed of the benefits and 

difficulties of such an operation and members responsibilities in order for the venture to 

be successful. The information sessions were conducted by the Extension division of the 

Department of Co-operation. 

The co-operative farming schools were one of the requirements that the 

government believed would better prepare the veterans for their trial in co-operative 

farming. The government subsequently made them mandatory for all veterans before they 

were allowed to join a co-operative farm. The schools were designed to provide 

prospective co-op farm members with material regarding co-op farming. They attempted 

to prepare and familiarize the veterans with what to expect in such an operation. 

Prospective co-operative farmers would be familiarized with the basic co-operative 

principles and how they would be applied to a co-operative farm. Some of the possible 

problems that were to be expected on a co-operative farm, such as personal relationships 

among the members, were pointed out so that members would be better equipped to deal 

with them when they occurred. In short, the co-operative farming schools tried to provide 

the veterans with many of the possible hazards of such an undertaking and how they 

should be dealt with in order to ensure the survival of the farm. Furthermore, the schools 

emphasized many of the benefits that could be gained through co-operative farming, both 

economic and social, if problems could be overcome. The Department of Co-operation 

hired an extension educator, Harold Chapman, to oversee the development of co-op farms 

and to organize schools in Saskatoon, Regina, Swift Current, and Nipawin when 

sufficient interest among veterans was evident. 
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Providing the pros and cons of co-operative farming was not the only reason for 

the schools. The schools also provided the government with a means, no matter how 

inaccurate it might have been, of determining the suitability of the applicants for co-

operative farming. Each applicant was asked to answer a set of questions and from the 

answers it was determined if they could fit in on a co-operative farm: a very crude method 

of selection. Membership of a co-operative farm was the most significant factor in 

determining the success of the operation, yet the government, probably due to ignorance, 

took only superficial steps to determine the suitability of the members for the farms. 

Infield and Dichter concluded, following their research into membership relations on co-

operative farms, that: 

One of the chief factors in determining the welfare of cooperative rural 
settlements is undoubtedly the human element which forms their 
population ... The members not only must be fit to meet effectively all 
exigencies of farm work; they also must give promise of satisfactory 
cooperation with their fellow workers. 28 

For many farms, human relations problems aided in their breakup. It was not the only 

reason, but the inability for members to solve their differences contributed to the 

abandonment of some of the farms. Infield and Dichter believed that there had to be some 

type of scientific method of determining the suitability of candidates for co-operative 

farming endeavors. Any test, they claim, 

will have to find out, firstly, whether the intention to change from competitive to 
cooperative ways of life does not mean a general inability to make a living. It will, 
secondly, have to help define cooperative ability in terms of superiority and not 

28 Henrik F. Infield and Ernest Dichter, ''Who is Fit for Cooperative Farming?" Applied Anthropology. 
January/March, 1943, p 10. In the article, Infield and Dichter, examine many different types of co-operative 
enterprises such as the hutterites, kolkhoz, kvutzot, ejido, and FSA farms. 



inferiority to the competitive mode of life, and, thirdly, it will have to determine 
the physical staying power as well as the farming aptitude of the candidate. 29 

The tests the schools performed did little to cover the aspects of selection laid out by 

Infield and Dichter. They were not complicated nor did they prevent applicants from 
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withholding any ulterior motives, if they wished. Perhaps the government relied too much 

on the veterans' background training in the armed forces to provide them with their co-

operative spirit and initiative. A more rigorous testing procedure may have helped many 

of the farms with internal friction by reducing the risk of withdrawing members not 

inclined to co-operative farming. 

Following the completion of their hurried education into co-operative farming, the 

veterans were seemingly prepared to begin the project. The final step was gaining a lease 

on Crown land. For veteran members of co-op farms, individual leases were granted. The 

main reason for such a policy was to meet the regulations set out by the VLA so that each 

veteran would be able to obtain his $2,320 grant when the federal government amended 

its policy. Because the federal government felt strongly about the individual re-

establishment of veterans on farms, a "purchase option was inserted in the veterans' 

leases, to become effective ten years from the date on which the lease was issued."30 The 

veteran co-operative farms were then composed of individually held land leases of the 

members based on a 33-year renewable lease agreement, with the option to purchase after 

ten years. That purchase option would cause a great deal of tension and instability within 

29 Infield and Dichter, 14. 

30 Interim Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life, "Crown Land Settlement in 
North-Eastern Saskatchewan." (January, 1954), 35. 



the co-operative farms when the ten-year period had expired, a subject that will be 

examined in greater detail later. For civilian co-operative farms that were located on 

Crown land, a blanket lease was issued whereby the co-operative farm itself held the 

lease. The lease was the standard 33 years in length but there was no purchase option 

after ten years. 
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In devising its leasing policy, the Saskatchewan government had four objectives in 

mind. First, the government wanted to ensure that all land was allocated for its proper 

use. Good agricultural land was to be put into production, whereas marginal lands were to 

be withheld from such use. "In general, it is the policy of the government to seek those 

uses for Crown lands which are most satisfactory from the long term viewpoint. "31 

Secondly, the government wanted to develop the areas that would provide the best means 

of attaining successful settlement. "The· primary objective is to plan settlement in such a 

manner as to develop first those remaining areas which are at present most suitable for 

agricultural settlement." Of course, veterans were to be given first choice on any new 

land. The third objective of the government's lease policy dealt with tenure and 

occupancy of the land. The government wanted to provide the settlers with a secure 

tenure on the land that would provide them with a reasonable standard of living. It also 

wanted to make leasing land more attractive than owning land, believing that it would 

give them a secure land tenure. To accomplish that, it would need to establish the rental 

price at an amount that would allow the farmer to earn an income that was comparable to 

a farmer who owned his farm. 32 If the rental price was set too high, purchasing would 

31 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure. (Regina: 1947), 11. 

32 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure, 12. 
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become the preferred alternative. For many veterans, purchasing land was out of the 

question because of the capital outlay. Leasing land provided veterans with the 

opportunity of attaining land without a large cost. The fourth objective of the government 

in regards to Crown land was to obtain an equitable return from the leasing of the land. 33 

With a clear idea of what it wanted to do with the Crown land, the government then 

examined corresponding policies of other provinces, notably Alberta and Manitoba, to 

find out if they had similar objectives. 

The Saskatchewan government found that it was the only western province that 

had begun such an agreement. Veterans in Alberta had few restrictions placed on them 

before they could get title to land. The veteran would be leased a unit of land, usually 320 

acres, for a ten-year period for an extremely low charge, at the end of which he could 

purchase it. In fact, it was believed that in the end the veteran obtained the land virtually 

free. The Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure in Saskatchewan provided 

the following example to point that out; 

If the lessee clears and breaks his own land he pays a rent of 1/8 of the crop after 
the third year of the agreement. But 80 per cent of this rent is used to pay 
municipal and school taxes so the net rental to the Crown is 1/40 of the crop, a 
rental so small that it is doubtful if, in view of the rent free period, it will any 
more than cover the administration costs. Where the land is being cleared for 
veteran settlement the Department of Lands and Mines is to have 3 1/3 per cent or 
1/30 of the crop after making the agreed payment to the clearing contractors. As 
80 per cent of this is to pay land taxes, the net rental to the Department of Lands 
and Mines is to be 11150 of the crop. 34 

33 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure, 12. 

34 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure, 9. 
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The policy of the Alberta government was one of settlement at any cost. Its free land 

policy was to facilitate settlement in all areas that were deemed suitable for agriculture. 

The British Columbia government operated under a similar system. It would give a 

veteran a free grant of a quarter section: if the veteran wanted more he would have to 

purchase it. 35 The Manitoba government, on the other hand, took a much different 

approach to Crown land settlement. Veterans in that province had the opportunity to 

purchase land that had already been cleared and broken by the government. For a sum of 

money, usually somewhere between $1,900 and $2,500, a veteran could purchase 160 

acres of which 50 acres would have been cleared and broken.36 The policy adopted by the 

Manitoba government was similar to that of an owner seeking the best possible return on 

an investment. The Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure summarized 

Manitoba's scheme like this; 

The Government in selling improved lands to veterans expects to realize 
estimated unimproved land value over and above improvement costs. Some 
Crown lands are leased, and here rentals appear to be set with a view to obtaining 
a revenue comparable to that obtained by the landlord under commercial leasing 
agreements. 37 

All of the western provinces adopted settlement policies they felt met the needs of the 

veterans as well as of the province. Only Saskatchewan's policy seemed to have been a 

comprehensive plan that went to great lengths to ensure the veteran some degree of 

security. It would seem that the government believed that its leasing policy was the best 

35 Special Committee on Veterans Affairs~ Subcommittee on Cooperatives. (Ottawa: Edmond Cloutier, 
May 22, 1946), 8. 

36 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure, 7. 

37 Report of the Research Committee on Land Tenure, 10. 
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solution for the rehabilitation of returning veterans as well as for civilians who were able 

to receive a land grant on Crown land. One interesting feature of the lease agreement was 

clause 14 which stipulated that the land could become part of a co-operative farm. That 

clause would enable the veteran the freedom to join such a farm if he desired. It would 

also negate the possibility of legal problems arising if such farms organized, problems 

similar to those involved with the VLA, where legislative changes were needed in order 

to include such farms in the system. 

The planning and preparation for co-operative farming did not end once the farms 

began operations. The government and many other agencies refined and adapted many of 

the policies as the experiment into co-operative farming matured. The government 

continued to sponsor conferences focused on solving many of the problems that seemed 

to expose themselves when the farms were in operation. One group that actively aided in 

policy changes and development was the Federation of Production Co-operatives that 

formed in 1949. The Federation was composed of most of the various types of production 

co-operatives - machinery, grazing, fur farming, to name a few - as well as many of the 

complete-type co-operative farms. Although the federation was established with the 

intention of helping all types of production co-operatives, it soon became the voice of co

operative farms with its leaders coming from the farms. Lome Dietrick of Matador, John 

Trew of Beechy, Bill Hope of River Bend, and Frank Armstrong of Sunnydale became 

the leaders of the federation and the co-op farm movement. Many of the difficulties, both 

internal and external, that the farms faced were openly discussed within the federation. In 

most instances the federation would approach the provincial government with its 
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recommendations for the best way to solve the problems. Two additional organizations 

also played key roles in helping to solve the problems encountered by the co-op farms. 

One was the United Farmers of Canada, Saskatchewan Section (UFC), an organization 

dedicated to identifying and addressing problems within the farming community. They 

were joined by the Co-operative Union of Canada, Saskatchewan Section (CUS), an 

organization created by the co-operative community to represent the needs of all co-

operatives and act as a lobbyist to governments so that the needs of the co-operative 

sector were met. Together the UFC, CUS, the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 

and many individuals challenged governments to change their policies, such as the quota 

system for grain and the income tax laws, in order to make a favorable climate in which 

co-operative farms could operate. 

Although co-operative farming seemed to be a favored agricultural program of the 

CCF government, it was not the only program proposed to the government after it 

assumed office. Some of the other proposals were more radical in outlook, calling for 

collective land settlement, while others were varieties of block and community 

settlements. 

One proposal, advocating collective settlement, was sent to the provincial 

government by the Central Committee of the Prairie School for Social Advance located in 

Winnipeg, a group that favored the collective system established in the USSR. 38 The 

group advocated a break with traditional methods of rural development based on 

individual effort, favoring instead a model that paralleled the Soviet model. The group 

38 A complete version of their proposal can be found in SAB, T.C. Douglas Papers, Premier, R 33.1, file 
107. 
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did not discount the value of the co-operative method but believed that it did not go far 

enough. That is made clear in the report when it was stated: 

we believe that the co-operative basis is in itself good but for psychological and 
sociological reasons it is not adequate. Experience both in the beginnings of the 
Russian Revolution and in Palestine of recent years suggests that there is practical 
virtue in the radical break with old social patterns. 39 

The CCF government had no intention of reorganizing society as such a plan called for. 

Attempting to implement a program that would have altered the traditional system would 

prove to be disastrous for the young government. Furthermore, the government had stated 

its commitment to maintain the family farm as the basis of Saskatchewan agriculture in 

its agriculture policy. Collectivization would have ended the tradition of the family farm. 

Co-operative farms, on the other hand, wer~ attempting to fit in with, and offer an 

alternative to, the family farm on a completely voluntary basis. 

Another plan, submitted by J.D. Lowey of Morse, Saskatchewan, suggested a type 

of block settlement for veterans. Lowey's plan, called the Farm Victory Plan, 

recommended the government do the following; 

settle twelve farmers along a three mile road and more if possible. This would 
give each a hal( section one mile long and they would be close together, but not 
too close to interfere with the raising of poultry, etc. Have one or two soldiers, 
this being their form of settlement, with all the latest and large farm machinery to 
work the land on an established custom basis. 40 

Lowey felt that the co-operative method of settlement would be unsuccessful because of 

the individuality of people. Creating a settlement that could be serviced with a good road 

39 See T.C. Douglas Papers, Premier, R 33.1, file 107. 

40 Farm Victory Plan. (October 2, 1944). SAB, John H. Sturdy Papers, M 14, file 48(1). 



and school would allow the settlers the benefits of community living without having to 

rely on others for their success or blame someone else for their failure. 
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Additional suggestions to possible settlements programs were put forth at the 

Conference on Co-operative Farming that was held in August, 1944. Those plans were 

tabled by conference members who represented various groups throughout the province. 

One plan called for the development of a complete co-operative community that would be 

similar to the kibbutz of Israel. The idea differed from the co-operative farm plan because 

it advocated a large, economically diversified community. It would include all the 

services found in a rural town, educational, medical, and recreational facilities, as well as 

the necessary grocery outlets. "It was suggested that to do this it was necessary to have at 

least 150 families in the group and about 48,000 acres of land, or roughly a half section 

per family."41 That type of project was seriously considered by a citizens' group at 

Landis, Saskatchewan in 1945. Out of the 360 people who attended the meeting, 43 of 

them were serious about creating such a community. 42 Interest in the idea subsided 

through the following winter and the plan was never realized. 

Another plan aimed at creating a block settlement with a community focus.43 This 

would involve a four-square-mile block of land that would have an east-west road 

through the middle where families could establish themselves. Each family would receive 

320 acres; there would be room for 32 families, on a cash rental basis, and a general 

manager would oversee the operation. 

41 Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August 1944. 

42 Melnyk, 116. 

43 See Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August 1944. 
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The final plan put forth at the conference suggested that government facilities, 

such as airports, that had been used during the war, should be used in order to establish a 

modern community. This plan bore resemblances to the co-operative farm movement that 

was developing. "It was suggested that if two townships of land surrounding an airport 

were obtained that provision could be made for a group of probably 144 families with 

many of the advantages and facilities already established at those points as a basis for a 

modern community."44 

All of the plans put forth to the government were very general, except for the 

collective land settlement scheme. For the most part they were the basic ideas of groups 

or individuals who felt that they had the solution for rehabilitating the rural areas and re

establishing returning veterans on the land. None included the economic costs involved in 

the scheme as well as how individuals would be selected to take part. Perhaps the 

vagueness of the plans contributed to their rejection by the government. How seriously 

the government considered the plans is unclear. One thing that is clear, is that it preferred 

co-operative farming. 

The government favored co-operative farming because it offered a practical means 

of solving the farm problems of the 1940's. The government believed in the co-operative 

movement and was willing to give its endorsement to all co-operative enterprises, 

including co-operative farms - particularly where these met their practical needs, such as 

resettlement of veterans. From the outset, government officials repeatedly discussed the 

many maladies engulfing agriculture and rural areas throughout the province and how co-

44 See Conference on Co-operative Farming, 25 August 1944. 
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op farms would address those problems. The creation of the Department of Co-operation 

and Co-operative Development, in 1944, signaled the government's commitment to the 

movement in general. Its appointment of Harold Chapman, in 1945, to the position of 

extension specialist within the Department to aid, educate, and facilitate the development 

of production co-operatives, particularly co-op farms, expressed the government's belief 

in the program. Chapman's appointment reflected heightened public interest and a desire 

to ensure the co-op farm program would be co-ordinated and successful. 

The numerous conferences, meetings, and schools held throughout the province 

attempting to organize, plan, and educate people for the possibility of co-operative 

farming demonstrated the government's desire to assure that the program was given the 

best chance of succeeding. The government wanted to create an atmosphere in the 

province that would allow such farms to prosper. Attempts to get the federal government 

to alter existing legislation regarding veterans indicated the provincial government's 

sense of responsibility to the program. Yet, it also firmly believed that the ultimate 

success of the program rested with the voluntary and active participation of interested 

persons. Government support for the co-operative faim program was shown through its 

· ext~nsive planning and preparation, locating and clearing agricultural lands, and lobbying 

for legislative changes that would lessen the obstacles against co-operative farming. 

The amount of preparation that was put into the co-operative farm program, by 

both the government and others, did not prevent the program from encountering many 

problems. The planning was thorough, encompassing the economic and social 

advantages, land tenure, and the possibilities of rural development that co-operative 

farming could provide. Some of the problems that developed in the program were not the 



result of a lack of planning but were probably the result of inexperience dealing with a 

new method of farming; others, however, could have been avoided if recommendations 

would have been followed. 
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Chapter 3 

Pressing For Change: 

Fitting Into The 
Established Agricultural System 



From the inception of the co-operative farming program in the fall of 1944, there 

was a sense of optimism surrounding the idea from both the public and the government. 

Many had witnessed or were aware of the successes of the co-operative method in solving 

other problems inherent in the Saskatchewan economy, such as grain marketing and 

providing credit in small towns. Since the co-operative method had proved successful for 

other ventures, especially in agriculture, perhaps co-operative farming could also succeed. 

That sense of optimism was illustrated in the manner in which the provincial government 

prepared the ground work for the program. Everything seemed to be ready, or so the 

government claimed, to prepare for the coming of co-operative farming in Saskatchewan. 

However, because it was a new and innovative idea, many unforeseen problems and 

difficulties arose as the farms were incorporated. The conflicts with legal and regulatory 

systems revealed that an agricultural system tailored to the individual farmer had problems 

accommodating co-operative farms. 

Some of those problems were more serious than others. For example, income tax 

laws did not recognize co-operative farm members as farmers. Furthermore, the farms were 

not acknowledged as being co-operatives. Instead they were treated as corporations and the 

surplus, that was distributed among the members as dividends, was viewed as income, and 

thus taxable both in the hands of the co-op and again in the hands of the member if it 

exceeded the allowed limit. Machinery co-ops, on the other hand, were recognized as 

service co-operatives and were allowed to distribute their surplus as patronage refunds, 

which are nontaxable. The income tax laws were a federal concern and so were left to the 

federal government to change. That would take quite some time and would prove fatal to 

some of the farms that could not operate because of the unfair taxes. Provincial laws, 
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however, were much easier to change in order to make them more accepting of the new co

operative farms. The CCF government was more than willing to change the laws so that 

co-operative farms could operate and receive the same benefits as individual farmers. 

Additional uncertainty for the co-operative farm effort was created from other 

sources. The grain quota system, for example, was constructed and maintained for the 

individual farmer, not the co-operative farm. Co-operative farms were allotted one permit 

book with which they could market their grain. That meant that a group of ten that 

comprised a co-operative farm could only market as much grain as an individual farmer 

even though they were in essence producing the equivalent of ten farmers. Furthermore, the 

unsuccessful attempts at securing long-term credit for the farms added to the financial 

uncertainty of many of them. Long-term financing would have allowed many of the farms 

to plan their operations more thoroughly and decrease the anxiety many members felt due 

to the lack of a secure source of financing. Such inconveniences were unnecessary and 

should have been dealt with in an expedient manner. In practice it usually took a few years 

before many of the obstructions were removed and by that time it was too late for some of 

the farms. Following incorporation, it was soon realized by co-op farm advocates that the 

political, economic, and social systems had originated to serve the needs of individual 

farmers, not a group. 

Co-operatives had been a recognized form of conducting business in many areas of 

society. However, co-operative farms represented a new practice of farming and a new type 

of co-operative that had never been attempted before in Canada. The individual family 

farm established the pattern for agriculture and subsequently agricultural laws were a 
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reflection of that pattern. Laws had never been designed to take care of co-operative farms. 

W.B. Francis, a legal representative of the Co-operative Union working to have co-op 

farms recognized as co-ops, stated at the 1951 annual meeting of the Federation of 

Production Co-operatives that; 

A pattern of organization had to be worked out and then efforts made to 
obtain laws that will legalize this pattern .. .laws are made for people and if 
you can demonstrate that what you want is right, the thing to do is to have 
the laws changed. 1 

Co-operative farms were subjected to many laws that did not recognize them and it was up 

to the proponents of the farms to get those laws changed. Co-operative farming was not 

attempting to change the pattern of farming on the prairies; it was trying to fit into it. 

All of the co-operative farms encountered and were forced to deal with many 

different types of problems. However, the veteran co-operative farms had additional 

problems that had to be overcome. For the most part those problems originated with the 

federal government, and therefore they had to be resolved by it. The one thing that the 

veteran farms soon realized when dealing with the federal government was that expediency 

was not a priority. 

The first major hurdle that needed to cleared up was in regards with the Veterans 

Land Act (VLA). According to the Department of Veterans Affairs, 

The main purpose of the Act [was] to assist suitably qualified veterans to 
buy and own a farm to be operated on a full time farming basis; or to buy 
and own a rural or semi-rural or suburban home (small holding) with the 
main income earned from industrial, agricultural or other employment in the 
community; or to become established on a small holding and engage in the 

1 Second Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1951. SAB, Records of the Co
operative Union of Saskatchewan, R 110, file 129. 
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Initially, the Act was formulated to deal only with veterans who intended to buy land. For 

those who qualified and intended to buy land, they had the opportunity for a grant totaling 

$6,000 of which $1,200 was to be spent on equipment and livestock for the farm. The 

remainder of the grant was for the purchase of land and buildings. A veteran who received 

a full grant would then have come up with a down payment of 10 per cent of the land price 

and agree to pay two-thirds of the land value at 3Y2 per cent interest over an agreed number 

of years, usually ten. The cost to the veteran seemed minimal. "The Dominion of Canada 

absorbs approximately 24 per cent of the cost to the Director of land and improvements 

sold to a veteran plus 100 per cent of the cost of chattels ... "3 The grants seemed to be 

generous, however, the cost of starting a farming operation was higher than what the 

government offered. Many veterans who qualified for the grants needed additional 

financial help, from other institutions such as banks or family members, in order to 

complete the setup of their farms. It would be very difficult for anyone to establish 

themselves in farming with only $1,200 for the purchase of equipment when 

mechanization of farm equipment was proceeding. 

Not all veterans had the opportunity to purchase land in order to begin their farming 

operations. One of the main reasons was the lack of farmland that was for sale. The 

provincial government recognized the problem and immediately began surveys to map all 

2 Report of the Work of the Department of Veterans Affairs, 31 March 1945. (Ottawa: Edmond Cloutier, 
1946). 

3 Report of the Work of the Department of Veterans Affairs, 31 March 1945. 
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Crown lands that were suitable for agriculture. How each province disposed of its lands 

was an internal matter. The Saskatchewan government chose to lease its land to the 

veterans. That policy caused the federal government to amend the VLA in order to meet the 

needs of the veterans who signed such leases. The amendment allowed veterans leasing 

provincial land a maximum grant of $2,320, of which $1,200 would go to the purchase of 

equipment and buildings and $1,120 for the preparation of the land. For veterans who 

qualified under the VLA, obtaining the grant was relatively easy. However, when veterans 

began to consider forming co-operative farms, the federal government quickly denied them 

access to their rightful grant. The first to experience the federal government's 

unwillingness to authorize the grants were the members of the Matador farm. Because they 

were the first co-operative farm organized by veterans, they incurred the many difficulties 

of legislation, like the VLA, that excluded co-operative farms. 

The structure of the VLA and its exclusion of co-operative farms demonstrated the 

nature of Canadian agriculture policy as being an industry centered on the individual family 

farm. Group action, such as in a co-operative farm, caused a great deal of difficulty because 

many types of legislation were constructed to serve individuals. The co-operative farms 

that organized in Saskatchewan challenged those Acts and attempted to have them 

amended so that those who believed in co-operative farming would not be at a 

disadvantage against the individual farmer. 

The provincial government, along with other organizations like the Royal Canadian 

Legion and the Co-operative Union, immediately began to lobby the federal government 

with the intention of gaining changes in the Act to allow members of the co-operative 
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farms to attain their $2,320 grant. As mentioned earlier, that placed the burden on to the 

provincial government and forced it to provide monetary assistance to the farms so that 

they could begin operations. The Minister of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation, John 

Sturdy, petitioned the federal government several times with the intention of getting the 

Veterans Land Act amended so that co-operative farmers would be eligible to receive 

benefits. His efforts were left unfulfilled until 1948 when the necessary amendments were 

finally passed by the federal government. 

The argument, according to the federal government, centered on the security of the 

veteran. In a letter to John Sturdy, Ian MacKenzie, the Liberal Minister of Veterans Affairs, 

in reference to the Matador farm, made the point that, "the veteran as an individual is not 

given any interest in the land." He continued by saying, 

The Veterans' Land Act represents the will of Parliament to provide an 
opportunity to acquire ownership of a farm home, and in the case of the 
Matador Farm the veteran is not provided with the opportunity to acquire a 
farm home, and if he is compelled to leave the property, while it is true the 
interests of the Director are protected in the matter of his stock and 
equipment, the veteran, himself, has used up his rights under the Act and 
has no interest or equity in the property except at the discretion of the "Co
operative", and then only if the Co-operative is in a financial position to pay 
out what they consider to be his equity resulting from his operation of the 
land. 

True Co-operatives have a definite place in our Canadian economy, but the 
type of Co-operative which does not preserve the interest of the veteran in 
his property does not conform to the provisions of the Veterans' Land Act. 4 

MacKenzie believed that if an individual, for any reason, left a co-operative farm, he or she 

would lose everything. MacKenzie was under the impression that a withdrawing member 

4 Ian MacKenzie to John Sturdy, 16 July 1947. Records of the Matador Co-operative Farm, file regarding 
Department of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 
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from a farm should have the right to take his land upon leaving, an unacceptable condition 

if the co-operative is to survive. A co-operative farm's land base was its means to survival. 

MacKenzie's inability to grasp the concept of land retention by the co-operative led him to 

believe that co-op farms were not "true co-operatives" because the individuals' property 

was not protected. MacKenzie failed to realize that family farms can fail as easily as a co-

operative farm. Ownership of the land does not guarantee success. Sturdy, on the other 

hand, in a letter to the Deputy Minister of Veterans' Affairs, W .S. Woods, points out that 

maintaining the viability of any co-operative is a fundamental principle. 

A member who withdraws cannot take with him any part of the physical 
assets of the co-operative without placing that co-operative in jeopardy. The 
co-operative member is entitled to and should receive payment for his 
equity in any co-operative and we are prepared to safeguard the member's 
interest in this respect in any manner satisfactory to V .L.A. 5 

The provincial government had set in place a guarantee for anyone who left such a farm: it 

would pay the members' equity if the co-operative farm was unable to do so within a 

specified time period. That, in the eyes of the provincial government, would provide better 

security for a co-operative farmer than the security of the veteran who attempted to farm on 

his own and risked losing everything. As an added incentive to the federal government, the 

provincial government guaranteed additional land of equal quality and value to any veteran 

leaving a farm for any reason. That assurance by the provincial government would secure 

the land base for a co-op farm while also satisfying the federal government. 

5 John Sturdy to W.S. Woods, 24 July 1947. Records of the Matador Co-operative Farm, file regarding 
Department of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 
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The provincial government argued that the co-operative and the people who 

believed in it should be protected from erosion due to individual decisions to leave. As part 

of the lease agreement signed by all members, they agreed to relinquish title of their land to 

the co-operative. If for any reason a person left the farm, the land would remain and a new 

member would be accepted to replace the departing member, thereby retaining the land 

base for the farm. The departing member would then be paid, over a specified number of 

years as stated in the farm's by-laws, his equity in the farm. For most veterans, the equity 

was in the land allotment they brought into the farm. 

The federal government was convinced that anyone joining a co-operative farm 

would not be guaranteed the same security in equity and land tenure as they would if they 

farmed individually. That concern remained even though the Subcommittee on Co-

operatives of the Special Committee on ·veterans Affairs, convened on May 22 1946, stated 

that, 

... the dangers of co-operative fanning are probably no greater than the 
dangers of individual fanning with the same number of people engaged in 
individual operations. The prospect of salvage operations from casualties or 
failures would likely not be any greater among those who enter into co
operatives than among those who go at it individually. 6 

Yet in the spring of 1948 the Director of Soldier Settlement and the Veterans' Land Act, 

T.J. Rutherford, in a letter to John Sturdy, reiterated Ian MacKenzie's sentiments of the 

previous year, stating that co-operative farms, 

must be on a voluntary basis preserving the personal independence of the 
individual and without his security of tenure being endangered if he should 

6 Subcommittee on Co-operatives of the Special Committee on Veterans Affairs, 22 May 1946. 



voluntarily leave the co-operative or be forced out by a majority vote of the 
other members.7 

The reaction of the federal government towards Saskatchewan's attempts at having the 
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VLA changed indicated its desire to maintain the individual nature of farming and its fear 

of group ownership of the land. 

The feeling that the federal government was purposely delaying amendments to the 

VLA grew in the minds of many, including John Sturdy. Sturdy's cynicism was evident in 

a letter he sent to Ian MacKenzie in 194 7. In the letter he candidly states, 

I regret to inform you, Mr. MacKenzie, that there is an increasing body of 
opinion among veterans and those interested in the successful rehabilitation 
of returned men to the effect that through prejudice or other reasons 
obstacles are being deliberately placed in the way of co-operative 
development. 8 

Sturdy's conviction that certain individuals working within the Department of Veterans 

Affairs were doing everything they could to prevent the development co-operative farming 

in Saskatchewan grew stronger as the fight to have the VLA amended carried on. In 1948, 

three years after negotiations had begun to have the VLA changed, the federal 

government finally acquiesced and amended the Act. Sturdy's view of officials within the 

Department of Veterans Affairs was illustrated in a letter he wrote to the secretary of the 

Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan. Sturdy's feelings are clear in the letter. "I may say," 

he begins, 

that since Mr. Tucker and the Hon. Ian MacKenzie have left the Department 
of Veterans Affairs and have been replaced by Mr. Tom Rutherford and the 

7 T.J. Rutherford to John Sturdy, 31 March 1948. SAB, Records of the Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan. 
R-110, file 28. 

8 John Sturdy to Ian MacKenzie, 11 August 1947. Records of the Matador Co-operative Farm, Department 
of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 



Hon. Milton Greg, that my relations with the department have considerably 
improved. I find a sincere desire on the part of these two gentlemen to assist 
in every way possible in the rehabilitation of veterans and that there is a 
minimum of political consideration in their policy. 9 
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For those who had fought for three years to have the Act amended, it was a welcome relief 

to finally get a positive result. It would seem that a change in the personnel of the 

Department of Veterans Affairs may have aided the effort to have the Act changed. 

The supporters of co-operative farming welcomed the news when the federal 

government announced it was going to amend the VLA. Although the news was positive, 

there were many who believed the amendments were too limited. The amended Act 

allowed veterans who leased Crown land to pool their rehabilitation grants and thereby 

begin a co-operative farm. However, the amendment was not extended to veterans who 

purchased land with their $6,000 startup grant. Allowing veterans to purchase land together 

would have enabled them to purchase many of the large farms in the province that were for 

sale and at the same time have lessened the need for Crown land. Those large farms, 

usually in complete blocks, would have provided groups of farmers interested in forming a 

co-op the necessary adjoining land base to begin operations. Furthermore, veterans who 

wished to join a co-operative farm that had civilian members were not given their full grant 

of $6,000; they were given only $2,320.10 The problems inherent in the VLA's attitude 

toward co-operative farming caused a great deal of financial anxiety among veterans 

9 John Sturdy to L.J. Bright, 30 July 1948. SAB, Records of the Saskatchewan Department of Agriculture, 
Agricultural Statistics, R 266, file IV .16. 

10 Report of the Co-operative Farm Conference, 1&2 December 1949. SAB, Papers of John Sturdy, M 14, 
file 1,51(3). 
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wishing to form co-operative farms and placed the provincial government under a great 

deal of pressure, both politically and financially. 

Opponents of co-operative farms were vocal with their concern that co-operative 

farms were being favored by the government over individual farmers; an accusation that 

was unfounded when statistics are examined. The government was not favoring co-

operative over individual settlement. In fact, of the approximate 2,100 leases that were 

granted by 1952, less than 200 of them were with members of co-operative farms. 11 What 

the provincial government was prepared to do, however, was to grant financial assistance 

to co-op farms before the VLA was amended, which may have contributed to a charge of 

favoritism. The government committed tens of thousands of dollars in order for some of 

the groups to begin operations, without a guarantee that the VLA would be amended so the 

veterans could repay the loans. Resistance to the co-op farm plan was concentrated in the 

ranks of the Liberal party, the official opposition in the legislature. The leader, Walter 

Tucker, the same man who was a member of the Special Committee of Veterans Affairs 

from 1945 to 194 7, was averse to the idea of co-op farms. In 1949, when the provincial 

government introduced a resolution in the legislature asking the federal government to 

amend the VLA again to permit the purchase of large private landholdings as units by 

veterans interested in co-op farming, the Liberals voted against it.12 

11 "Veteran Land Settlement in Saskatchewan." A brief summary of an address by E.W. Campbell, 
Supervisor of Veteran Settlement, Saskatchewan Department of Agriculture. SAB, Records of the 
Department of Agriculture, Lands Branch. R 264, file 25. 

12 "V.L.A. change urged. Opposition votes against large veteran co-op farm operations." 25 March 1949. 
SAB, Papers of John Sturdy. M 14, file 1.51(2). 
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Additional opposition to the co-op farms was evident in the way they were 

perceived by the public. Many neighbors of co-operative farms seemed to feel that the 

farms were state-operated and, ultimately, a form of communism. Members recalled being 

referred to as "communist" by the surrounding communities until a better understanding of 

the principles and goals of the farms was realized. Overcoming the perception of being 

communist was difficult for many farm members. However, this perception lessened as 

many members soon became active in their surrounding communities as members of credit 

unions, co-op stores, and recreation and school boards. Still, the "red scare" that was 

consuming much of the world's attention following the war was present in Saskatchewan. 

Perhaps the onset of the Cold War affected the federal government's reluctance to amend 

legislation making it easier to form co-operative farms. The perceived threat of 

communism did not deter the provincial·government from encouraging groups to 

incorporate. In addition, its blind faith that the federal government would eventually 

approve VLA changes allowed the co-operative farm program its enthusiastic, yet uneasy, 

beginning. 

One of the factors that ultimately convinced the federal government to allow 

veterans wishing to farm co-operatively access to their rehabilitation grants was a clause 

that the provincial government inserted into the lease agreement for leasing Crown land. In 

order to set the federal administration at ease concerning the security of property for the 

veteran, the provincial government added a clause that would guarantee veterans 

replacement land of equal value and productivity in the event that they left a co-operative 

farm. That alteration in the lease agreement, although it did secure the VLA grants, caused 
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insecurity in the long-term planning for the farms. Individuals devoted to the development 

of the co-operative farm were never sure as to the plans of other members, whether they 

would remain in the farm or leave so that they could begin farming individually. In effect, 

the provision decreased the risks of leaving the group. 

The lease agreement was a generous proposition on the part of the Saskatchewan 

government. The lease did not require the veteran to pay rent in the event of a crop failure, 

a key feature for the co-operative farms in the Carrot River district that suffered through 

consecutive years of flooding. 

The procedure for settling veterans on Crown land involved four basic steps: 

1. Did the veteran meet the qualifications as established by the Veterans' 
Land Act? This would be judged by the Veterans' Land Act Regional 
Boards with the Provincial representative in attendance. 

2. The allocation of land which would be done by Provincial Regional 
Advisory Committees. 

3. The signing of the lease by the veteran and the Department of Natural 
Resources. 

4. Determining the amount of grant payable to the veteran, decision to be 
made by the joint Provincial-Dominion Committee.13 

Out of the four criteria, the allocation of land was the hardest to determine. Because the 

amount of good quality farm land was limited, the number of applicants for a specific 

parcel was often high. In order to determine who should be allotted a specific piece of land, 

the Allocation Committee used a points system based on specific questions asked of the 

applicant. For example, the years of service, if the veteran was originally from the district 

in which the application was made, the age of the veteran, his marital status, and the 

applicant's farming background were all rated and the sum of the points obtained 

13 Minutes and Proceedings of Conference of Provincial Representatives. Re: Crown Land Policy and 
Veterans' Land Act. December. 1945. SAB, Records of the Department of Agriculture, R 264, file 33.4. 
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determined the veteran's priority for the land. 14 Even though the allocation system was 

primitive, the Allocation Committee's main concern was to give land to those who had 

little chance at obtaining any through other means, such as family, and had a farming 

background so that they would have an opportunity to succeed. 

Veterans joining a co-operative farm faced similar challenges prior to obtaining a 

lease on a parcel of land. As mentioned earlier, any veteran interested in co-operative 

farming was required to attend a government sponsored co-operative farming school. If 

convinced that co-operative farming was an alternative to the traditional individual-type of 

farming, the veteran was questioned further as to his suitability of being a successful 

member of such an enterprise. For the co-operative farms that were established in the 

Carrot Rivet region, the government ensured that for each veteran lease one hundred acres 

would be cleared and broken. The policy would enable the veterans to have productive land 

immediately, instead of having the daunting task of clearing and breaking sufficient land 

and then attempting to plant enough acres to have a return on investment. Without having 

the one hundred acres almost ready for planting in the first year, the farmers in the Carrot 

River area would be hard-pressed to make a living from their land during the first years of 

operation. 

Following the creation of some co-operative farms, problems began to occur with 

the lease agreements made with veterans. Early in 1948, the government realized that by 

remitting rental payment for the improvements made to the land by the veteran, the veteran 

might well be in a position to own the land after ten years for no additional payment, 

14 See Minutes and Proceeding of Conference of Provincial Representatives. Re: Crown Land Policy and 
Veterans' Land Act. 



because the lease stated that the veteran owned all improvements made to the land. In an 

attempt to change the lease, the government suggested that it should own all the 

improvements made to the land as well as reduce the rent so that leasing would be more 

enticing to the veterans. In a letter to J .A. Arnot, superintendent of Lands Department of 

Natural Resources and Industrial Development, in February, 1948, J.F. McKay, of the 

Department of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation, explicitly states what the intentions of 

the government were: 

I have in mind here, the policy of the Government wanting to make these 
boys prefer leasing to buying, and I think the only way we can do that is to 
reduce the rental. We would then have a pretty attractive proposition and 
any veteran with the existing lease might be willing to exchange it, and 
thereby give the Government the right to remit crops and acquire 
improvements. Unless this is done, he [the veteran] is almost certain at the 
end of ten years to buy because in Park land or Bush country he will have 
such an equity in the land by virtue of the improvements that there will be 
very little left to pay. As I have said before, some land had absolutely no 
revenue value until the improvements were made, and the veteran is going 
to feel that practically the whole value consists of the improvements and 
there should be very little left for him to pay at the end of ten years. If on the 
other hand, we fix it now so that we can own these improvements by 
remitting crops and if we make the rent low enough he is going to see the 
advantage of renting instead of purchasing and we will have a lot of 
veterans operating under leases, which is what we want.15 
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The lease agreement, the government believed, would provide veterans with a more secure 

land tenure. The new lease was agreed to by the government but it did not solve the 

problems of the co-operative farms. In fact, it only created a new one. 

With the government owning improvements made to Crown land, many of the co-

operative farms were faced with the difficulty of securing financing for clearing and 

15 J.F. McKay to J.A. Arnot, 25 February 1948. SAB, Records of the Department of Agriculture, R 264, file 
26.2. 
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breaking operations. The difficulty arose because the co-operative had very little to offer as 

security for a loan: the government owned the land and improvements, not the co-

operative. By 1952, when the matter was brought to the attention of the premier and 

minister responsible, many of the farms were in dire need of assistance. The Carrot River 

farms were suffering through their second consecutive year of crop failure and had little 

means of providing for the co-operative or its members. Harold Chapman, Director of 

Extension Services, and the one man in government who was in constant contact with the 

farms, detailed the extent of the problem to the premier and offered a possible solution. In 

his memo to Douglas, Chapman pointed out that: 

One of the immediate problems resulting from the way in which the 
provincial land policy is working out, .. .is that the co-operative farnis have 
practically all reached the limit of their credit with the Saskatchewan Co
operative Credit Society. This means that, although these farms have a full 
line of the equipment needed to clear and break their land, they do not have 
the money to pay for the gas, oil and repairs and to provide a living wage for 
the members operating the equipment. 

One solution to the problem would be for the government to pay out all, or a 
portion of, the value of clearing and breaking in cash to the co-operative 
farm. For example, if it cost $25 an acre to clear and break the land if a cash 
payment could be made to the co-operative farm it would provide the 
necessary funds for the members to operate the equipment owned by their 
co-operative.16 

Indications from the financial statements of the Carrot River farms suggest that the 

government implemented Chapman's plan and tried to reduce the financial pressure on the 

farms. Many farm records indicate an income in 1953, yet most of the farms suffered 

virtual total crop loss for a third consecutive year. Of the ten farms established in the area, 

16 Memo, Harold E. Chapman to Premier T.C. Douglas, 7 January 1952. SAB, T.C. Douglas Papers, R 33.1, 
file 111.107. 
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only five were actively farming, four were dissolved or in the process of dissolving, and 

one had not begun operating. From the five that were active, three of them, Sturdy, 

Sunnydale, and Spruce Home, indicated an income in 1953; the remaining two farms, 

River Bend and Pleasant Acres, recorded deficits. 17 The Spruce Home farm indicated that a 

government payout to the farms probably occurred. Records depict that in 1952 the farm 

lost $3,060.66, in 1953 had a surplus of $8,093.43, and then in 1954 a loss of $365.88. 18 

Because of the crop loss in 1953, farm income could not have resulted, but a government 

payout for improvements could. The farms desperately required a means of attaining long-

term credit for their operations. Most financial institutions were unwilling to lend the farms 

large sums of money over an extended period. Banks were unfamiliar with the new type of 

co-operative; how they operated, who was responsible for repayment of the loan, and what 

would be used as collateral. Credit that was secured from private financial institutions was 

generally depleted during the first year of operation.19 Generally, farms that were 

unsuccessful in their first year found it more difficult to obtain further loans. Many of the 

farms began to realize that "all the institutions had been set up to meet the needs of 

individuals and it was difficult for the co-operative farms to break in."20 

The early 1950's were very difficult years for many of the co-operative farms, 

especially those in the Carrot River district. The continuous wet weather caused seeding to 

17 Financial statements for each farm. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and Co-operative 
Development. R 595, files 1498, 1507, 1511, 1514, 1606. 

18 See SAB, R 595, file 1511. 

19 Minutes of the Fourth Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1953. SAB, 
Records of the Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan. R 110, file 129. 

20 See Minutes of the Fourth Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1953. 
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be delayed, and at times abandoned, and the crops succumbed to frost in the fall. All of the 

co-operative farms experienced their share of problems and many members decided that 

they had had enough and chose to leave the co;..operatives. According to the lease 

agreement, the government was obliged to relocate veterans of a co-operative farm if they, 

for any reason, left and wished to continue farming as their rehabilitation. The government 

recognized the potential danger of that prior to the 1950's; however, when the numbers of 

members wanting to leave the farms in the 1950's increased, the government knew it had 

to act in order to protect the co-operative farms as well as ease the pressure of finding 

suitable land for departing members. 

The escape clause in the provincial lease with veterans allowed many of them to 

obtain land by using the co-operative farm as a convenience. The Carrot River region was 

earmarked for co-operative farming because it would allow for reduced cost to open up the 

new frontier. To have opened the area to individual fanning would have required the 

government to spend enormous sums of money on infrastructure. Becoming a member of 

one of the farms in the area was much easier than applying for individual parcels of land 

that might have had multiple people seeking them. For example, from spring to December 

1949, there were roughly five hundred applications for individual settlement and only 

about sixty for co-operative farming. 21 Veterans wanting to join a co-operative farm in the 

Carrot River area had to work on the clearing and breaking program run by the 

government, attend a co-operative farming school, and convince government 

21 Report of the Co-operative Farm Conference, 1&2 December 1949. SAB, Papers of John Sturdy, M 14, 
file 1.51(3). 
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representatives that they were suitable for co-operative farming. But once on the farm, the 

member acquired the right to leave and receive equivalent land elsewhere in the area. 

Signs that the government recognized the problem surfaced in a meeting in 

McKay's office in Regina in January, 1949. In the meeting, it became clear that steps 

should be taken so that veterans did not have easy access to an individual farm unit because 

it might encourage more to use co-operatives only as conveniences. The meeting 

concluded through its discussion that: 

... joining a co-operative farm could easily become a stepping stone to 
acquiring individual units .. .if a veteran who had ceased to be a member of a 
co-operative farm makes a request for land we [the government] should first 
of all seek to persuade him to apply for listed land. If he does not wish to do 
so or if he loses out in competition then we should allocate land to him 
without posting and he should be left to his own resources as far as breaking 
is concerned. The main question is, where should he be located and how 
soon after he has left the co-operative[?]22 

Later in the year, at the Co-operative Farm Conference in Saskatoon, the lease agreement 

was mentioned as a major problem for co-operative farms. The trouble area referred to was 

section 14( c) of the agreement, the section in which the government guaranteed similar 

land for anyone leaving a co-operative farm. The conference determined that the lease 

agreement needed to be amended to everyone's benefit, especially for the co-operative 

farms. The conference stated that: 

The settlement of veterans on co-operative farms could thus be retarded 
considerably if for every man settled co-operatively, a piece of land similar 
in quality and area has to be held in reserve on which to settle him if he 
leaves the co-operative farm ... 23 

22 Land Settlement. Minutes of a meeting in Mr. McKay's Office, 22 January 1949. SAB, Records of the 
Department of Agriculture, R 264, file 17. 

23 Report of Co-operative Farm Conference, 1&2 December 1949. SAB, Papers of John Sturdy, M 14, file 
1.51(3). 
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From the government's point of view, it would be impractical to encourage co-operative 

farming if it had to guarantee additional land for everyone, yet it continued to promote co-

op farming mainly because the initiative to set up the farms always came from "the 

people". The premier was convinced that many of the members of the farms were 

concerned only about themselves. In a letter to Fred Hart of Landis, Saskatchewan, the 

premier adamantly stated his feelings towards the reasons why some of the members of the 

co-operative farms joined: 

I strongly suspect that some of the men on these farms have never had any 
serious intention of farming co-operatively but thought this was the best 
way of getting a piece of land and have worked against the co-operative 
farm idea ever since they joined it. 24 

Suspicion from the government and a growing concern from committed members of co-

operative farms indicated that changes were again needed in the lease agreement. 

One suggestion, from the Federation of Production Co-operatives, advocated the 

use of a "blanket" lease that would be issued to the co-operative itself, instead of the 

individual lease that had been used. That type of lease had been used for the civilian co-

operative farms that were located on Crown land. Like the individual lease, the blanket 

lease ~'as for thirty-three years, but unlike the individual lease, it did not have the purchase 

option. Before serious consideration could be given to the idea, it was further suggested 

that a survey of the veteran's farms take place to determine the members who wished to 

pursue individual farming. The premier advocated such a survey in order to determine the 

number of individuals with the desire to farm individually in order that land could be 

24 T.C. Douglas to Fred D. Hart, 24 September 1952. SAB, Papers ofT.C. Douglas, R 33.1, file ill.108. 
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located for them.25 By the time the survey was conducted, 4 of the veteran farms had 

disbandc!d leaving 8 farms with 65 members as the basis for the findings. The results 

themselves were inconclusive. Only 40 members of the 65 replied to the survey. Of the 8 

farms only one, the Beechy farm, was committed to the blanket lease. 26 Additional 

information discerned from the survey indicated that ninety per cent of the respondents 

favored co-operative farming. 27 Determining who wanted to leave a co-operative farm and 

providing appropriate land for them was seen as a move to strengthen the co-operative 

farms. Eliminating individuals who were not committed to the idea of co-operative farming 

would lessen the amount of friction on many of the farms between those who believed in 

co-operative farming and those who did not. The members of the Beechy farm, in a letter to 

J.T. Phalen, an official in the Extension Division of the Department of Co-operation, put it 

best; 

lJnder the present uncertain conditions, it is impossible and impractical to 
do any long term planning for development. If we have to wait ten years or 
1more before we can plan a definite development program, we might just as 
1Well fold up now. None of us are getting any younger. We feel that now is 
1the time for us to decide whether we are going to farm individually or co
operatively and that we should work together so that all of us can get a 
sound and practical start on the type of farm we wish to build for ourselves 
:and our families. 28 

25 Reports of Meetings and Interviews with Government Ministers and Officials by Representatives of the 
Board of Directors of the Saskatchewan Federation of Production Co-operatives, 21 and 22 August 1952. 
SAB, Papers ofT.C. Douglas, R 33.1, file lll.107. 

26 E.W. Campbell to A.M. Thomson, 26 July 1954. SAB, Papers ofi.C. Nollet, R 1310, file I.H.3.(1). 

27 E.W. Campbell to A.M. Thomson, 26 July 1954. 

28 Beechy Co-op Farm Ass'n to J.T. Phalen, 24 November 1953. SAB, Papers ofi.C. Nollet, R 1310, file 
I.H.3(1). 
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The Beechy farm believed that their individual security rested with the security of the co-

operative, and the most practical way to ensure the security of the co-operative was through 

the blanket lease. 

By the time the blanket lease option was given serious consideration by the 

government as a replacement for the individual lease, the future and viability of many of 

the co-operative farms was in jeopardy. In 1952, the government appointed a Royal 

Commission to study and provide recommendations for improving the rural economy and 

social conditions. 29 The report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life 

summarized the leasing problem as being detrimental to the co-operative farming program. 

In its report the Commission stated, 

The existence of the individual lease with a purchase option represents a 
continual threat to the psychological and financial security of sincere co
operative farm members. In this way it limits the development of long-term 
farm management policies and an essential feeling of permanence. The 
present leasing arrangements greatly complicate the efforts of the members 
to make the human relations adjustments that are required. Since the 
permanent status of the co-operative will never be established until the 
purchase option becomes effective at the end of the ten year period and the 
members then indicate their separate decisions, these policies appear to be 
working against the testing of a program which was encouraged at the outset 
by the Government. 30 

· 

Solving the leasing problem was not an easy task for the government. At the time when the 

problem was its greatest, only three of the veteran farms, Beechy, Matador, and the River 

Bend, were leaning towards a blanket agreement. Members of the Papikwan farm in the 

Carrot River area rejected the idea of the blanket lease and opted for the individual lease 

29 Interim Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life, "Crown Land Settlement in North
Eastern Saskatchewan." (1954), i. 

30 Interim Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life, "Crown Land Settlement in North
Eastern Saskatchewan." (1954), 38. 
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instead. It was clear that the individual lease was one of the primary causes of difficulty for 

the veteran farms, yet, members of the Papikwan farm felt that the option of individual title 

to land best suited their purpose. It is unclear as to why the members of the Papikwan farm 

chose the individual lease option. What is clear is that the farm never had the opportunity 

to prove itself due to excessive moisture in the region that inhibited it from harvesting any 

crop. By 1955 the farm had officially dissolved.31 

Many of the co-operative farms faced the set-backs and problems head on, willing 

to make the most of a bad situation until the levels of government adjusted the framework 

of agricultural society to include co-operative farms. The federal government reacted much 

slower to the needs of co-operative farms than did the provincial government; as illustrated 

by the changes to the VLA. However, there was a more serious problem that affected all of 

the farms, veteran and civilian, and in many cases made the choice of dissolving a co-

operative farm much easier. The problem was with income tax. 

Income tax legislation placed co-operative farms in unenviable positions. Members 

of the farms were not classified as farmers. They could not average their income over the 

standard five-year period as individual farmers could.· Yet neither were they looked upon as 

being co-operatives, with the three-year tax-free status granted to other co-operatives 

following incorporation. Moreover, the patronage refund that was paid at the end of the 

fiscal year was considered to be a deferred wages for labor of members; if it was over the 

acceptable amount of $3,000 (later it was increased to $5,000) it was taxable for both the 

co-operative and the member. For any co-operative farm that was financially successful, 

31 SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1622 
(Papikwan Co-operative farm). 



any advantage that it received through co-operative organization was lost due to the tax 

burden. The negative tax treatment caused many members to reconsider co-operative 

farming. Sandy Nicholson, Member of Parliament for the MacKenzie constituency and a 

member of the Sturgis co-operative farm, echoed that feeling in a letter he wrote to Hugh 

MacLean in 1947, 

The annual meeting of the Sturgis Co-operative Farm is being held today. 
Nineteen forty-six was an exceptionally good year with our wheat yielding 
over 29 bushels per acre, oats 25 and barley 48. The taxation passed last 
session unfortunately is going to take more from us for income tax purposes 
than we would have paid operating individually with the same financial 
return.32 

If the federal government would not consider farm members to be farmers, the economic 

benefits incurred through large-scale production would be lost and co-operative farms 

would slowly succumb to the financial limitations placed upon them. The Caribou farm, 
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located in the Tisdale region, pointed to the tax burden as the primary reason why it chose 

to dissolve the organization. Two of the brothers expressed the opinion that organizing a 

co-operative farm had been a costly proposition because they had to pay large amounts of 

corporate income tax. 33 

The problem, as viewed by legal representatives, was that the federal government 

could not decide whether the farms should be classified as co-operatives or corporations 

and refused to recognize farm members as farmers. The reason for its uncertainty was 

because members of the farms received income, in the form of wages, in accordance to the 

32 Betty L. Dyck, Running to Beat Hell. A Biography of A.M. (Sandy) Nicholson. (Regina: Canadian Plain 
Research Center, 1988), 148. See also A.M. Nicholson to Dr. Hugh MacLean, 28 January 1947. SAB, 
Papers of Hon. A.M. Nicholson, M 16, file XVI.3. 

33 Memo from John Dubnick, 26 September 1966. Saskatchewan Justice Department, Corporations Branch, 
file 404177. 
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amount of labor they provided, thus, they were considered employees. 34 The federal 

finance department assumed the position "that it [was] the Co-operative that [was] engaged 

in farming" and the members merely wage earners. 35 Because the farms were considered as 

corporations, they were allowed to deduct wages, considered "reasonable", as an expense: 

the amount considered "reasonable" was initially set at $3,000 and later $5,000 by the 

government. Once the payments to farm members exceeded the limit, the co-operative as 

well as the members were taxed. 

The government also believed that the co-op farms did not perform services for 

their members, and therefore were not co-operatives. The Co-operative Union of Canada, 

Saskatchewan section (CUS), on the other hand, contended that co-op farms did provide a 

service for their members. "We feel there should be a statement that labour contributed to 

the co-operative, can be regarded as 'services' and the patronage distribution rule 

applied. "36 Advocates of the farms also believed that the co-operative provided a service in 

the form of increasing the purchasing power of the members. Through group effort, an 

individual had the means to enjoy the benefits of quantity in order to decrease capital 

outlay for the operation. Co-operative farms were not ·organized to earn a profit. They were 

organized for the financial benefit of their members with the net earnings of marketed 

goods returned to the members. A deputy minister in the taxation department, Mr. Cotter, 

agreed with the CUS as he indicated that the clause in the Income War Tax Act which 

34 Report of the Co-operative Farm Conference, 1&2 December 1949. SAB, Papers of John H. Sturdy, M 14, 
file !.51 (3 ). 

35 W.B. Francis to Matador Co-operative Farm, 22 September 1949. 

36 "Co-operative Farms and Taxation." SAB, Records of the Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan, R 110, 
file 81. 



stated "performing services for its members" was considered broad enough to include co-

operative farms. 37 However, convincing other officials within the federal Department of 

Finance to amend the Act proved futile. 

The position of the federal government was evident in a letter from the Taxation 

Division to the Co-operative Union of Canada as it attempted to explain and clarify some 

important points relating to co-operative farms. The letter outlines the reasons why co-

operative farms were excluded from being considered co-operatives and why members 

were considered employees: 

1. The opinion is held that they do not market the natural products of or 
acquired from their members or customers. It is also considered that they 
do not perform services for their members within the type of services 
contemplated when the Income War Tax Act was amended in 1946. 

2. Payments made to members in the form of wage bonuses are considered 
to be just that and not patronage dividends. 

3. Wage bonuses paid in the form of shares issued or left with the Co
operative as a loan are considered to be taxable income in the hands of 
the member to whom the shares were issued or to whom credit was given 
as a loan. 38 

That position worked against the viability and practicability of co-operative farming 

compared to individual pursuits and caused a great deal of frustration for many of the 

farms. The cause of the frustration was evident, a lethargic attitude on the part of the 

federal government. W .B. Francis, from the legal firm of Francis, Woods, Gauley and 

Blair, commented at the 1951 Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-

37 See "Co-operative Farms and Taxation." 

38 C.G. Rounding to Co-operative Union of Canada, 5 February 1949. SAB, T.C. Douglas Papers, R 33.1, 
file III.l 07. 
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operatives that it was, "two and a half years since he received a letter from the income tax 

authorities stating that co-operative farms could not be recognized as co-operatives for 

income tax purposes." Since that time his main accomplishment had been "to prevent the 

income tax officials from making an adverse decision as far as the co-operative farms are 

concerned. "39 

In their fight to have co-operative farms recognized as co-operatives and their 

members as farmers, in order that appropriate changes could be made to the War Income 

Tax Act, the farms turned to the Federation of Production Co-operatives and the Co-

operative Union of Canada to represent them. However, neither organization was able to 

have any definite effect on the federal government. The government continued to delay in 

making any changes to the Act that would be favorable to co-operative farms. The main 

difficulty, according to W.B. Francis, was that "the income tax people have difficulty 

understanding the concept of how a group of farmers can operate a co-operative farm."40 

The only concession given to the farms was that the ceiling on wage expense per member 

was increased from $3,000 to $5,000. That was a small concession considering that 

individual farmers had no ceiling placed on their income. Again, co-operative farmers were 

penalized for working as a group. Francis put the situation of the co-operative farms into 

perspective when he explained "that laws had never been designed to take care of a 

39 Minutes of the Second Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1951. SAB, 
Records of the Co-operative Union of Saskatchewan, R 110, file 129. 

40 See Minutes of the Second Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1951. 
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partnership of families and that laws always lagged behind customs."41 The comment was 

of little comfort to the farms affected by the income tax laws. 

The added financial burden placed upon co-operative farms due to the unfair tax 

law helped create an uneasy atmosphere on many of the farms. Many of the perceived 

benefits that co-operative farming was suppose to provide, namely the financial ones, were 

lessened or eliminated completely because of the tax system, creating a situation that made 

co-operative farming less attractive as compared to individual farming. 

A further illustration of the extent to which co-operative farms were discriminated 

against through laws was when the farms dealt with the Canadian Wheat Board. Co-

operative farms were viewed in the same manner as an individual farm. According to the 

Canadian Wheat Board Act in 1957, "not more than one permit book shall be issued in 

respect of land comprising any farm or group of farms operated as a unit. "42 In effect, that 

meant that a co-operative farm, producing a greater amount of grain, could only market the 

same amount of grain as an individual farmer. Clearly, if the co-operative could not sell its 

grain it would be at a disadvantage. The problem was not with the issuing of one permit 

book, however, it was with the delivery quota that the permit book allowed. The farms felt 

that because they had a larger volume of inventory they should, due to the size of the 

group, be allowed to market additional units of grain~ That would enable them to sell more 

of their grain and reduce the amount carried over to the next crop year. Some of the farms, 

Matador for example, had to apply for special permits in order to sell additional stored 

41 See Minutes of the Second Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1951. 

42 G.H. Booth to Matador Co-operative Farm, 10 December, 1957. Records of the Matador Co-operative 
Farm. File, Canadian Wheat Board. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 
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grain, but that was only a temporary solution. It was not until 1955 when the Canadian 

Wheat Board altered its quota policy so that co-operative farms, with a membership over 

five, could "deliver an additional one hundred (100) units for each member ... "43 

Another difficulty the co-operative farms had to deal with as a result of the quota 

system was with the advance payments on stored grain. With the quotas limiting the 

amount of grain a co-operative farm could market, the quantity of stored grain was usually 

significant. However, because each farm was allotted only one permit book, and according 

to the Canadian Wheat Board Act, "not more than a total of three thousand dollars shall be 

paid as advance payments in respect of grain to be delivered under the permit book 

specified in an application,"44 the farms were given the maximum that an individual could 

attain. This policy "denied co-operative farmers their just share of loans which carry 

additional benefits in terms of subsidized interest."45 The only way that the farms could be 

allotted more than the maximum advance payment was if the federal government amended 

the Advance Payment Act that the Canadian Wheat Board administered, and that was not 

about to occur. 

Furthermore, because permit books were issued in the name of the co-operative 

farm, each farm could receive only the maximum $200 as an acreage payment, the same 

amount that an individual farmer could receive, instead of $200 per member. An acreage 

payment was distributed to farmers when they encountered crop losses due to extreme 

43 W.B. Robbins toW. Zazelenchuk, 1 September 1955. Records of the Matador Co-operative Farm. File, 
Canadian Wheat Board. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 

44 W.B. Robbins toW. Zazelenchuk, 1 September 1955. 

45 J.T. Phalen to T.C. Douglas, 18 November 1958. SAB, Papers ofi.C. Nollet, R 1310, file I.H.3(1). 



weather conditions, such as frost and drought. An example of how this affected co-

operative farms is evident in J.T. Phalen's description of the Matador's situation in 1958: 

In the case of the Matador farm where they have twelve members, this 
means they are receiving less than $17 per member or, in other words, they 
are giving up $2,200 because they choose to work as a group.46 

It was clear that co-operative farms were at a disadvantage when dealing with the federal 

government. The frustration in dealing with the various regulations and restrictions that 

hampered co-operative farms was apparent in a letter from the Matador farm to the 

Canadian Wheat Board. The letter begins, "We received your payment of $200.00 for our 

farm and feel that it is sheer discrimination towards co-operative farming to limit the 

payment to $200.00 to our farm instead of $200.00 per member." It goes on: 

Because we choose to try and farm more economically by pooling our 
resources it appears that we have now been discriminated against for the 
third time, namely, cash advances, units and now acreage payments . 

... We pool our efforts as well as land and equipment, which, is definitely 
more economical. However, with the various discriminations received it is 
beginning to be doubtful and as a result we are losing members. It appears 
that as time goes on and these discriminations continue that we' 11 be forced 
to dissolve our farm and apply for individual Permit Books.47 

The Canadian Wheat Board administered the many regulations that affected co-operative 

farms, however, it was the federal Department of Agriculture that had set up the 

infrastructure within which all agricultural activities were carried out. It was up to that 
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department to change some of them in order that co-operative farmers could enjoy the same 

benefits as individual farmers. The gravity of the situation for co-operative farms was 

46 J.T. Phalen to T.C. Douglas, 18 November 1958. 

47 Matador Co-operative Farm to Canadian Wheat Board, 25 November, 1958. Records of the Matador Co
operative Farm. Courtesy of Lome Dietrick. 
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voiced by the Matador farm. Changes to the system had to take place if co-operative farms 

were to survive. 

Modifications to federal legislation created a great degree of uneasiness for co-

operative farms. Although it would be unfair to claim that the federal government was 

opposed to co-operative farming, it was noticeably unhurried in its efforts to include co-

operative farms in the legal system. By contrast, the Saskatchewan government was very 

deliberate and rapid in making necessary legislative and other changes that would allow co-

operative farms to enjoy the same privileges·as an individual farmer. 

Provincially, the government did not retreat from its commitment to co-operative 

farms as some people believe. 48 On the contrary, the government continued its support for 

co-operative 'farms as indicated through its efforts to include them in the legal system, at 

the provincial and federal levels. Laws affecting rural areas were set up in favor of the 

individual. For example, land ownership was the criterion for being eligible to partake in 

many ofthe local elections and because the co-operative farms were seen as the owners of 

the land, like a corporation, the members were disenfranchised. Legislation like the Union 

Hospitals Act, the Rural Municipal Act, and the Local Improvement Act initially excluded 

members of co-operative farms from voting in elections. The. government, believing that 

members of co-operative farms should not be penalized for operating as a group, wasted 

little time in amending such legislation once it was made clear that members of co-

operative farms were excluded. 

48 George Melnyk, in The C.C.F. and the Establishment ofCo-ooerative Farms in Saskatchewan: 1944-1952, 
suggests that the provincial government began distancing itself from co-operative farms. The main indication 
of that, he suggested, was that the government rejected a proposal to create a $1 ,000,000 fund for co
operative farming. 



83 

The challenge faced by the co-operative farms of Saskatchewan was a challenge to 

break into the established agricultural system, a system that was set up for and operated in 

the interests of the individual farmer. The value placed upon the individual within the 

agricultural sector could be seen in both federal and provincial regulations. The VLA 

insisted that the Saskatchewan government guarantee the right of the individual veteran 

before an agreement was reached that enabled veterans joining a co-operative farm to be 

eligible for their rehabilitation grants. That guarantee would force the provincial 

government to find land for any member who left a co-operative farm formed by veterans 

and wished to continue farming. The alteration in the lease agreement resulted in an 

increase of uncertainty regarding members' commitment to the co-operative farms. The 

attraction of farming individually, which became more attainable through a co-operative 

farm and the type of lease employed, was too great for many members. 

Financially, many of the farms suffered from the unfair tax laws that did not 

recognize them as being co-operatives or the members as being farmers. The federal 

government could not, or chose not to, understand the nature of the co-operative farms and 

was reluctant to make any changes to legislation that would benefit them. For the farms 

that were able to reap the benefits of their group effort, those advantages were quickly 

taken away when taxes were paid. In addition to the unfair tax laws, the inability of the 

farms to secure a source for long-term financing hampered the efforts of many of the farms 

to plan their operations. The Federation of Production Co-operatives pointed out that the 

"lack of credit restricts operations, restricts land and machinery purchases, and restricts 

living standards. "49 Finding a solution to the credit situation would have enabled the farms 

49 See Minutes of Four Annual Meeting of Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1953. 
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to plan their operations on a secure foundation, financially, as well as ease the burden that 

was being placed on the provincial government to provide funding to the farms. 

The resulting effects of classifying co-operative farms as one farming unit, thereby 

allowing them only one permit book with which to market their grain, also caused a great 

deal of dissatisfaction and negative fallout towards the farms. The majority of the negative 

feelings came from farm members, who were victims of the system. A greater degree of 

flexibility was required within the quota system to allow co-operative farms to enjoy the 

economic advantages of group action. Restrictions that prevented co-operative farms from 

marketing a proportional share of product in terms of the number of members on a farm 

hindered farm operations and prevented the farms from receiving benefits, such as cash 

advances above the $3,000 maximum, that individual farmers could receive. 

Legislative roadblocks seriously hindered the success of the co-operative farm 

movement in Saskatchewan. Unlike its federal counterpart, the Saskatchewan government 

moved quickly to lessen or eliminate the legislative difficulties faced by the farms. In 

addition, the creation in 1949 of the Federation of Production Co-operatives and the role 

played by the Co-operative Union allowed the government to reduce its influence in farm 

affairs and permit the farms to take control of their own situation. A determining factor for 

the success of co-operative farms was not the financial aid provided or withheld from the 

farms; it was the speed in which co-operative farms were accepted and integrated into an 

agricultural system that was designed for the individual farmer. 



Chapter4 · 

Making It Work: 

Internal Challenges and Successes 



Co-operative farms were burdened by unfavorable conditions, both internal and 

external, that hampered their development. Agricultural legislation, unusual weather 

conditions, personality differences, different farming methods of members, and the desire 

to express the individualism that had been associated with farmers had a negative impact 

on most of the farms once they were in operation. Although many obstacles needed to be 

addressed and overcome before co-operative farms could operate successfully, individuals 

interested in that type of farming were not deterred from proceeding with incorporation. 

Enthusiasm for co-:-operative farming was evident for all the farms that were organized. 

Correspondence from members of most of farms to government officials depicted a general 

eagerness towards their new undertaking. Generally, there was a positive attitude among 

the participants at the beginning of their new venture. However, that disposition was 

eroded, in most cases, until the farm was dissolved. The personal problems that began to 

grow following incorporation were among the reasons for many farm dissolutions. One 

farm in particular was in operation for only six months before relationship trouble began 

and dissolution was considered.1 

Many farms experienced repeated crop losses due to extraordinary bad weather. In 

the Carrot River area, continuous years of wet weather coupled with frosts prevented the 

farms from earning any income. During those years, from 1950 though until 1955, many of 

the co-operative farms in the area dissolved as a result of the weather. Co-operative farms 

were forced to confront many challenges. Over some, such as legislation and weather, they 

1 Mary Moffat to Harold Chapman, 29 May 1950. SAB, files of the Department of Co-operation and Co
operative Development, R 595, file 1545. In the letter Mrs. Moffat explains the personal problems occurring 
on the farm between the members. She and her husband were members of the Springbank Co-operative farm 
located near Speers. That farm was organized by neighboring farmers who had known one another for a 
number of years in 1949 and was officially dissolved in 1951. 
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had no control. Yet others, like the relationships developed among the members, could be 

dealt with and overcome if the desire and commitment were present. In many instances 

both were absent. 

Co-operative farms challenged legislators to reform a system that was set up and 

maintained for the individual farmer. They also challenged the desire of each member to 

adopt and accept a new and innovative method of farming that affronted their 

individualism. Most farmers viewed themselves, and were viewed by others, as being 

independent decision-makers who assumed control over all farming decisions. Co

operative farms effectively eliminated the independent decision-making farmers had been 

accustomed to and replaced it with a democratic process based on one member, one vote, 

with the majority of members determining the fate of the farm. Would co-operative farm 

members give up a measure of that individualism in order to have a more financial security 

and social contact with others on a regular basis? The success of the members at dealing 

with the many difficulties they faced, both internal and external, would determine whether 

or not the co-operative farm would succeed. 

Co-operative farms in Saskatchewan consisted ·of three general types: 1) those 

formed by veterans; 2) those formed by family members; and 3) those formed by 

neighbors. The groupings are a general outline of the most common type of membership in 

the majority of the farms. By no means were the farms restricted to those three types. There 

were, for example, a few farms that were composed of veterans and civilians. Those farms 

encountered additional problems with the VLA because veterans were not allowed to pool 

their rehabilitation grants with civilians, another legal roadblock for co-operative farms. 
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However, the groupings serve as a general guide to the composition of the majority of 

farms. They also serve as a framework to address the question of why co-operative farms 

began to organize. Each group seemed to have its own reasons for incorporating. Family 

groups, such as the Laurel farm near Meskanaw, wanted to find a way to pass the farm on 

to the next generation. By forming a co-operative farm they were able to admit the younger 

generation as co-owners in the farm at a minimal cost and work towards a full equity 

membership. At the same time, neighboring farmers tired of the isolation of the individual 

farm unit could unite together in a co-operative farm, form a small community, and enjoy 

the benefits of living in a well-rounded community. Creating a community with greater 

social services than could be had on a farm unit was one of the main reasons the Sturgis co

operative farm was organized. It was also a motivating factor in the formation of all the 

veteran farms. A third factor, and one that is echoed throughout all of the farms, was 

economic. The farmers could readily see the benefits of joining together to purchase one 

complete line of farm machinery that would be fully utilized rather than each farmer 

purchasing small inefficient equipment that would not be used to its full potential. For the 

veterans, most of whom had little capital, it was a practical step at getting involved in 

farming at a much lower cost. 

Individuals had their own reasons for joining co-operative farms. It seemed in the 

beginning that everyone was genuine in believing that a co-operative farm operation could 

solve some of the problems inherent in conventional farm practices. A 1947 issue of The 

Commonwealth, the official paper of the CCF, pointed out that "the co-operative farming 

method may provide a solution for the two outstanding problems of prairie agriculture: 1. 
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How to make rural life sufficiently attractive to keep out young people on the farms. 2. 

How to keep production costs down."2 The theory behind the co-operative farming idea 

was clear: it could reduce or eliminate some of the problems faced by the farming 

community. However, putting the theory into practice proved to be more difficult than 

many expected. 

Out of all the co-operative farms, the veteran farms in the Carrot River district 

endured the most difficulties and hardships. The sixty thousand acres of land in the Pasquia 

Forest that had been burnt by fire in 1937 and earmarked for veteran settlement following 

World War ll proved to be quite difficult to open up for agriculture. The men and women 

were true pioneers of the area working in less than ideal conditions. Hugh McKervill, a 

student minister with the United Church, was stationed in the area in 1955 and described it 

as being isolated and primitive. 3 That was in 1955, eight years after the first co-operative 

farm was established in the region and the area had been developed to a certain degree. 

With no means of communication, no electricity, except from generators, the pioneers of 

the co-operative farms were forced to develop their own community. McKervill' s first 

impression of the co-operative community that had sprung up in the midst of the 

wilderness was indicative of the spirit of the pioneers who forged it: 

In a way that was difficult to define, the atmosphere of the community was 
pervaded by the co-operative philosophy upon which it had been founded, 
even though it wasn't difficult to find individuals who did not subscribe to 
the principles. Above all, there was a palpable sense of community borne 
out of the common endurance of hardship.4 

2 "Co-operative Fanns Thrive. Soon Will Not Be Mere Experiment." The Commonwealth, 15 January 1947, 
p.l. 

3 Hugh W. McKervill, The Sinbuster of Smokey Bum. (Toronto: Whitecap Books, 1993), 80. 

4 McKervill, 80. 
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The hardships the pioneers endured clearing and breaking their new land were 

compounded in the 1950's when the weather turned against them. Early frost and record 

amounts of rainfall made farming virtually impossible. Only the most optimistic among 

them held out hope for "next year's crop". Others simply left the area lookingJor greener 

pastures and a steady income. Many of the additional problems, such as lack of drainage, 

faced by those veterans could have been avoided if the government had heeded the 

recommendations of the Saskatchewan Reconstruction Council prior to moving settlers 

into the region. The council advised the government that "all necessary social services, 

such as hospitals, schools, homes, community centres, transportation and rural 

electrification ... be developed in a well planned program of northern settlement."5 The 

experiences of the Carrot River co-operative farms demonstrated that the government had 

not followed the recommendations. 

Clearing and breaking of land in the Carrot River region began in earnest in the fall 

of 1946. The government sent a group of men and equipment made into the area to set up 

camp and begin preparing the new land. By 1948 the project had opened enough land for 

five co-operative farms to begin operations. The Minister of Reconstruction and 

Rehabilitation, John Sturdy, stated the government's purpose for the Carrot River Project 

when he commented that it was intended to "correct the mistakes made in the past when 

settlers had been placed on uncleared land without the mechanical means of clearing and 

breaking."6 Of secondary importance was the development of an adequate infrastructure of 

5 Report of the Saskatchewan Reconstruction Council. (Regina: King's Printer, 1944), 83. 

6 "Carrot River Valley Land for Veterans." The Commonwealth, 14 August 1946, p. 5. 
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roads and drainage for the area. The need was apparently recognized by government 

officials, as a dragline was working the in area as early as 1947 constructing ditches, but 

the importance of proper drainage for the flat land did not materialize until the onset of the 

abnormally wet weather that flooded the region throughout the 1950's. The ditches that had 

been completed were found be virtually useless because of errors that were made by the 

surveyors when they marked the elevation. Edith Curtis, wife of Ray Curtis, member of the 

Pasqiua Hills farm, remembers the mistake made in the surveys. "There were huge 

drainage ditches but a second survey taken after the [ c ]o-op farms· had collapsed disclosed 

that there had been an error made in taking the elevations and the ditches were dug 

incorrectly."7 According to Bill Hope, member of the River Bend farm, the ditches were 

trying to carry water uphill. 8 By the time the error was corrected it was too late for many of 

the co-operative farms. 

By 1952 the government had begun to realize its mistake and the lack of foresight it 

had for the area. In a memo to the premier, B.N. Amason, Deputy Minister of the 

Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development, described the situation in the 

Carrot River area: 

[S]ome work has already been done and it is expected that work will be 
completed during the early spring months to arrange for water diversion in 
some cases and to construct drainage ditches in others so as to increase the 
probability of more normal conditions for seeding and harvesting for the 
coming year. At the present time, I understand that the land is so flat that the 
water table reaches almost to the top soil. It is to be remembered, of course, 
that moisture conditions have been exceptional in the area during the last 

7 Edith Curtis, "An Experiment that Failed and an Analysis of Why Based on Personal Experience." In 
Pioneer Ways to Modem Days. History of Carrot River and the Rural Municipality of Moose Range. (Altona: 
Carrot River and District History, 1985), 91. 

8 Bill Hope, personal interview, October 1995. 



two years but even under normal conditions some water diversion and some 
drainage would be required. 9 

The government's lack of understanding of the topography of the region or its 

unwillingness to meet the necessary requirements for proper settlement, primarily roads 
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and drainage, added to the difficulties experienced by the co-op farms. Since farming was 

to be the primary goal of the majority of the settlers in the area, an extensive drainage 

system was needed in order to siphon the water from the land. Furthermore, because the 

area was isolated, an all-weather road system was necessary to maintain communication as 

well as provide a route for which produce could be delivered to a marketing terminal. It 

was not until 1952 that the government realized its mistake and began construction of an 

all-weather road and more extensive ditching. At a meeting with members of the 

Federation of Production Co-operatives, I. C. Nollet, Minister of Agriculture, 

acknowledged the government's mistake and promised changes: 

owing to wet years, there is a backlog of drainage and road construction to 
be completed in areas that have now been settled. From now on drainage 
installations and roads will be put in two years ahead of settlement.10 

Had the government implemented such a plan prior to .the formation of the co-operative 

farms in the area in 1948, much of the difficulty they faced during the "wet years" would 

have been lessened and the possibility of success in the venture could have increased. As it 

turned out, the exceedingly wet weather and the continuous crop failures as a result of the 

9 Memo to T.C. Douglas from B.N. Amason, 23 January 1952. SAB, Papers ofT.C. Douglas, R 33.1, file 
III.107. 

10 Reports of Meetings and Interviews with Government Ministers and Officials by Representatives of the 
Board of Directors of the Saskatchewan Federation of Production Co-operatives, 21 and 22 August 1952. 
SAB, Papers ofT.C. Douglas, R 33.1, File 111.107. 



flooding forced many farm members to abandon the farms in search of a way to make a 

living. 
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The experience of the "wet years" left an impression on many former co-operative 

farm members of the in the Carrot River area. Recollection of the reasons why the farms 

disbanded usually centered on the unusual weather conditions that the farms were forced to 

endure. Gordon Miller, a member of the Pleasant Acres farm established in 1951, describes 

his experiences in the region as a member of the farm as a "matter of survival", saying that 

in total he was farming in the Carrot River area for eight years and never harvested a 

crop.11 Dmetro Stefaniuk of the Spruce Home farm agreed. He remembers that the weather 

was against them, and the land was a lake bottom and it needed drainage ditches: in the end 

there were "no crops to harvest, no chance."12 The area, he says, "was not meant for 

farming during those wet years at CarrotRiver ... After the three years that we lost crop, 

most of us went different ways, each one to make a living."13 Many were forced into the 

lumber industry of the Pasquia Forest, cutting cord wood that was used for fuel or at the 

saw mill; others simply gave up and left. 

The need to make a living led to increased absenteeism on the farms which in tum 

decreased the available labor required to operate the farms effectively. On the Pleasant 

Acres farm, all of the members, except for one, were absent from the farm for four 

consecutive years forcing the Supervisor of Veteran's Settlement, E.W. Campbell, to 

11 Gordon Miller to Dion McGrath, 15 September 1995. 

12 Dmetro Stefaniuk to Dion McGrath, 19 October 1995. 

13 Dmetro Stefaniuk to Dion McGrath, 4 September 1995. 
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consider expropriating the leases of those absent members. 14 The inability to harvest a crop 

due to the wet conditions of the land and the lack of drainage left the members of the farms 

few options. Theoretically, co-operative farming was suppose to increase the ability to 

make a good quality living because costs would be reduced. Yet, the co-operative farms in 

the Carrot River area were given little opportunity to test that theory. The adverse weather 

conditions and the improper preparation of the area for settlement combined with an 

alternative method of farming that had not been practiced in Saskatchewan beforehand, led 

to discouragement and dissolution among many members of the Carrot River co-operative 

farms. 

The conditions that the settlers were faced with in the undeveloped Carrot River 

area are evident in the reminiscence of Gordon Rowan, a member of the Pasquia Hills co-

operative farm. Rowan remembers the hardship he and his family faced during the years on 

the co-operative farm and how the rain made things worse. Rowan's story is about crossing 

the treacherous river during a flood and it demonstrates how much the settlers were willing 

to endure; 

Miles upon miles of ditches were dug always draining towards the Carrot 
River. This made lots of flooding when it rained. The fields would flood and 
the river would wash the steel bridge downstream. The river would be half a 
mile wide with no way to obtain supplies for the camp and settled areas. 

Our family was in town once when this happened. We drove as close as 
possible to the river then got into an available boat. We pulled the boat 
through the current by holding on to willow trees. As we tried to cross large 
blocks of ice and trees were plunging in and out of the water. As we got 
close to the other bank we threw our children to friends on shore, as we 

14 Memo to file from E.W. Campbell, 22 November 1957. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operative 
and Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1606. 



were in danger of not being able to land. Eventually, we beached a little 
downstream. 15 
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That was not Rowan's only memorable experience during his years in the area. As a settler 

in a new area, Rowan, like everyone else, had to deal with one common element that was a 

result of the abundant moisture: mud. "Mud made life what it was for the settlers," 

witnessed Hugh McKervill. 

Mud was everywhere. It splattered vehicles and stained the skirting of 
buildings. It kept people's feet plugged in sweaty rubber boots. It paralyzed 
cars, trucks, and tractors in its mucilaginous grip. Farmers spent a lot of 
time helping each other haul equipment out of sloughs; they spent a lot of 
time "getting stuck" and "getting un-stuck."16 

Rowan's experience was getting a tractor he was operating "un-stuck" from a rain-soaked 

road. Getting oneself or equipment un-stuck often took some ingenuity, and according to 

Hugh McKervill, Gordon and Delia Rowan's ingenuity was memorable: the Rowans, on 

one occasion, employed sticks of dynamite to blast the mud away from the tractor and 

allow room for branches to be placed under the wheels for traction in order to drive out of 

the bog. "Most measures were less extreme," McKervill writes. 

Yet whether it was trudging to the barn to do chores or getting an injured 
neighbor to Carrot River for medical attention, mud was a dominant feature 
of existence in those early years. 17 

It is clear that the conditions in which the Carrot River co-op farms were thrust worked 

against all of the farms. Favorable conditions might have decreased the hardships the 

15 Gordon Rowan to Dion McGrath, 8 November 1995. 

16 McKervill, 67-68. 

17 McKervill, 68. 
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members experienced and allowed the farms an opportunity build their co-operatives into 

thriving farming communities. 

Although the weather and the conditions the settlers were thrust into worked against 

them most of the time and can be viewed as a primary cause for the dissolution of the 

farms in the Carrot River area, they also brought out the individual attitude of many farm 

members. Growing fears within government and many veteran farms emerged when the 

number of veterans wishing to quit co-operative farming and begin individual farming 

began to increase. The government realized that its obligation to provide land of equal 

quality to any veteran who left a co-operative farm was unrealistic. Members of the farms 

who favored co-operative farming began to recognize that such an enterprise would not 

survive if certain members worked against the best interests of the farm. In retrospect, 

many members would have liked to have had a better opportunity to have chosen their 

partners more closely. That was the one change Gordon Miller would have made if he had 

the opportunity to do it again. "I think the only thing I might have done different would 

have been to [have] chosen my partners with more similar ideals and backgrounds."18 

Others agreed. Earle Anderson, member of the Spruce Home co-operative farm, believes 

that, 

members of any co-op farm should not have been thrown together as 
quickly as they were. The idea that I could overlook another man's faults 
and have him overlook my faults and that we could become partners for life 
was absolutely wrong.19 

18 Gordon Miller to Dion McGrath, 15 September 1995. 

19 Earle Anderson to Dion McGrath, 1995. 
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Membership problems surfaced repeatedly on virtually every co-operative farm that was 

organized. Of the ten that were located in the Carrot River area, eight showed signs of 

conflict and dissatisfaction among the members. Having had more time and a greater 

selection from which to choose partners perhaps some of those problems would have 

declined or have been worked out among the group. 

The uncertainty in co-operative farming throughout the Carrot River area coincided 

with the "wet years" and the resulting crop losses that left the pioneers with little or no 

money from farm .operations. The need to look elsewhere for an income soured many farm 

members towards the new method of farming. Those who could, waited until their farm 

dissolved and then gained control of their individual lease and attempted to go it alone. 

William Bergen, of the Spruce Home farm, let his feelings and opinions towards co-

operative farming be known to Harold Chapman in a letter he wrote in 1952. Throughout 

the letter Bergen suggests that most farm members were willing to give up because they 

had lost faith in that type of project. If there is no faith in co-operative farming little effort 

will be put into it~ according to Bergen. "I admit," he says, "that I have lost faith in co-

operative farming, the feeling of insecurity is to[o] great, and I am not the only one that 

feels that way."20 Bergen continues in the letter to hint that if given the choice, everyone 

would choose to farm individually. However, a survey conducted by the Federation of 

Production Co-operatives in 1953 contradicts Bergen's claim. As mentioned earlier, forty 

of sixty-five members replied to the questionnaire and of those forty members 90 percent 

20 William Bergen to Harold Chapman, 4 February 1952. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation 
and Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1511. 
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were in favor of co-operative farming. 21 However, he would be accurate in describing the 

discouragement many members felt towards a method of farming that the government and 

other agencies promoted as providing greater economic security than individual farming. 

Members of the Carrot River farms did not have the opportunity of gaining that security. 

Unlike the veterans on the Carrot River farms, those on the other two veteran co-operative 

farms, Matador and Beechy, located on the old Matador ranch in the southwestern part of 

the province, had an easier time establishing their farms due mainly because they did not 

endure the severe hardships caused by unusually high amounts of rainfall and lack of 

adequate preparation of the area. 

The Beechy and Matador farms, by comparison, had a relatively easy time of 

opening up their land. There was no extensive forest that needed to be cleared, the 

topography of the land was well-known; it was not a lake bottom that needed extensive 

drainage, and they were not isolated by southern Saskatchewan standards. Farm members 

did not experience the long periods of isolation due to a lack of roads and bridges that 

made travel at various times of the year impossible. For the Matador farm, location could 

not have been better. According to Lome Dietrick, the choice of farm location was made 

following three months of studying the area set out by the government for the farm. In his 

memoirs, Dietrick recalls, "the choice was based on a good water supply, good soil for a 

farm yard, proximity to the highway and an elevator for grain delivery."22 To the pioneers 

in the Carrot River the Matador site would have been a welcome blessing. 

21 E.W. Campbell to A.M. Thomson, 26 July 1954. Nollet Papers, R 1310, file I.H.3. 

22 Lome Dietrick. Matador. The Memoirs of a Co-operative Fanner. (1988), 35. 
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The Matador farm progressed gradually throughout the late 1940's and on into the 

1950's. Once the land had been broken and readied for production, the ten-thousand-acre 

farm produced quality and high quantity grains. By 1950, the year when the quota system 

was introduced, the farm was producing such a large quantity of grain that it could not 

market it nor did it have enough storage space, forcing the members to pile a large amount 

on the ground. As a preventative measure against over-producing due to the quota system, 

the farm decided to diversify its operation. The set up of a co-operative farm allowed that 

type of diversification without much difficulty because the labor to care for farm stock was 

available. Throughout the 1950's the farm diversified its production into hogs, cattle, 

sheep, chickens, and turkeys. According to Dietrick, 

Co-operative farming allowed us to take advantage of diversification and it 
enabled us to set up a 365-day schedule for care of livestock which allowed 
holidays and time-off for each of us. The average family farmer with 
livestock was not as fortunate.23 

The ability to expand production into other areas was one of the benefits emphasized by 

proponents of co-operative farming. Matador, as well as other farms, proved that such 

endeavors could be made viable as well as profitable. 24 The ability to diversify helped 

Matador survive until the original members were ready to retire and pass control over to 

the second generation in 1974. 

23 Dietrick, 45. 

24 See Ian MacPherson and John Herd Thompson, "An Orderly Reconstruction: Prairie Agriculture in World 
War Two." In Canadian Papers in Rural History. Donald H. Akenson ed. (Gananoque: Langdale Press, 
1984), pp 11-32. The authors suggest that diversification had begun on family farms during the war. 
Although they may be correct, diversification was much more difficult for the family farm than it was for the 
co-operative farm primarily because co-operative farms had access to a constant and abundant labor supply. 
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Although the Matador farm outlived any other veteran co-operative farm 

established following World War II, it survived difficult moments, some that could have 

led to the dissolution of the operation. The first obstacles that created some problems for_ 

the farm came during the initial set-up phase. It did not have a significant amount of land in 

production during their inaugural year in 1946, thereby limiting its income. During the first 

four years the farm endured a crop failure due to hail in 194 7 and one due to drought in 

1949. The early difficulties of the farm worked to strengthen the membership and soon the 

farm turned into a thriving community with its own school and its own co-operative store. 

The second significant challenge came in the mid 1950's when the sense of community 

was put to the test as the purchase clause in the veteran leases that were signed in 1946 

came into effect. 

Tensions within the community were high as there was little or no indication what 

the objective of each member was. Would the co-operative farm survive the test or would 

the desire to farm individually be too great for the members and result in its dissolution? 

The problem that had to be worked out was what each member, who now could purchase 

his lease, was going to do with his land. Those loyal to the farm felt that the best avenue for 

security was to have each member sell their land to the co-operative. As it unfolded, only 

three of the members decided to leave the farm, taking their land and homes with them. 

According to Dietrick, 

Had the provincial government replaced the land for these members, we 
would have retained the housing and brought in three new members. But the 
government refused to carry out the replacement clause [as] they could not 
obtain similar land. 25 

25 Dietrick, 61. 
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The ability of the farm to overcome that difficult moment and carry on as a co-operative 

was indicative of the spirit of co-operation practiced by the members of the farm. It also 

demonstrated that co-operative farming could survive and flourish in an environment 

antagonistic towards such an enterprise. The characteristic tradition of the Saskatchewan 

farmer, individualism, was overcome by the co-operative spirit that was developed and 

nurtured on the Matador co-operative farm. The challenge to traditional farming would 

continue through 197 4, the time at which the original members of Matador sold their land 

to the Saskatchewan Land Bank, when the second generation of co-operative farmers 

assumed control and carried the challenge forward. By selling the land to the Land Bank 

the members were able to receive their equity from the farm without burdening the next 

generation with heavy payments. The Lank Bank, in turn, leased the land back to the new 

co-op farm members. 

In a similar manner, the Beechy co-operative farm also played a leading role in the 

development and acceptance of co-operative farming in the province. The farm was located 

at the northwest end of the former Matador ranch, opposite the Matador co-operative farm. 

Faced with similar circumstances as the Matador group, regarding soil, weather, and 

membership conditions, the Beechy group was able to overcome numerous difficulties and 

demonstrate, as Matador had, the success that could be achieved through co-operative 

farming. Like most co-operative farms, difficulty arose within the membership through 

personality differences. The most turbulent time on the Beechy farm arose when a vote to 

expel two members was carried by the majority. The two in question, according to John 

Trew, a former farm member, were reluctant to abide by community decisions: they were 
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considered too individualistic. There were allegedly instances in which the members in 

question acted on their own regarding farm operations, disregarding the group decisions. 

What the expelled members wanted, according to Trew, was to have their own farms.26 

What was striking about the membership problem of the Beechy farm was that it was 

recognized by the outside community. Trew recalls, members of the nearby communities 

approached him and commented, "you buggers finally decided to separate the wheat from 

the chaff."27 The membership difficulty experienced by the Beechy farm illustrated a 

problem evident on the majority of the co-op farms. Not all members preferred the new 

type of farming, and some wanted to attempt farming on their own. 

As with all veteran co-operative farms, members of the Beechy farm knew little 

about one another prior to organizing and that lack of information and familiarity proved to 

be a great source of discontent once the farm began operations. When the expulsions 

occurred the farm was obligated to pay out the dismissed members. As a result the farm 

was forced to raise the needed capital through any means available. Grain and livestock 

were sold and bank loans were acquired before the farm had the resources to pay the 

required amount. The desire of the members to continue as a co-operative was remarkable 

and a testament to the commitment needed to carry on as a co-operative farm. Lome 

Dietrick remembers that difficult time for the Beechy farm as he writes in his memoirs, "it 

was a very trying time for the co-op. But eventually the ex-co-op farmers sold some of their 

land back to the Beechy co-op. I believe that this episode proved the strength of the co-

26 John Trew, personal interview, October 1995. 

27 John Trew, personal interview, October 1995. 
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operative."28 Dietrick was referring to the inability of the ex-members to make it as 

individual farmers. The co-operative, on the other hand, was able to pay out the equity to 

those members within three years and still be in a position to repurchase some of the land. 

The Beechy operation survived until 1973 when it was decided among the members to 

dissolve the farm. Many of the members were ready to retire and had become interested in 

off-farm activities. Unlike the Matador farm, the Beechy group did not transfer its holdings 

to the next generation because they showed little interest in assuming control over the 

operation. Instead the farm was sold to private investors who farmed the land for a number 

of years and then sold it to a Hutterite group. 

The longevity enjoyed by the Matador and Beechy farms can be attributed, in part, 

to their relatively easy beginnings. Both groups were able to demonstrate the economic 

advantages of a co-operative farm, which the Carrot River farms never had the opportunity 

to do. Although economic setbacks were apparent, they were not as severe as those 

suffered by the members of the Carrot River farms, and both farms were able to work 

through them. Once the economic viability was established, the social advantages became 

evident and the communities began to grow. The main reason that both Matador and 

Beechy endured their membership troubles was because the majority of the membership 

recognized the advantages of group action and were willing to set aside or overcome 

individualistic tendencies and become effective co-operative participants. Perhaps if those 

farms had not enjoyed the early economic success, they would not have been able to 

withstand the lure of individual farming once the personal problems began to affect the 

28 Dietrick, 59. 
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operations. Having a membership committed to the co-operative philosophy, and an 

operation that could prove the viability of that co-operative philosophy, were two elements 

needed by all the co-operative farms. Of the twelve veteran farms that were formed only 

two, Matador and Beechy, were able to withstand the pressures toward the traditional 

method of farming, as well as the inherent tensions of such a cohesive unit, in which every 

member relied on the others for success. These two successes prove that co-operative 

farming was both economically and socially feasible. 

The veteran farms were an important part of the entire co-operative farm 

movement mainly because they were a rehabilitative measure and thus were closely 

watched and scrutinized by proponents and opponents of the movement. However, the 

civilian farms also played an important role in providing information regarding how such 

farms could solve some of the problems affecting farmers and rural society throughout 

Saskatchewan. 

All of the civilian co-operative farms were organized by groups of farmers who 

were either neighbors or family members. A difference in the formation of the civilian and 

veteran farms was the familiarity the members had of one another. As already mentioned, 

members of a veteran farm had little or no extended experience, personal or otherwise, 

with other members. They learned through their daily activities the personalities of each of 

the other members and gained a better understanding of their own. Contrary to the veteran 

farms, members of a civilian farm were familiar with one another through some type of 

association, being family members or neighbors. It would be understandable, therefore, to 

assume that relationships on those farms were more favorable. That was not the case, 
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however. Out of the 26 civilian farms, 12 of them developed noticeable internal friction 

among the members, as was evident through correspondence between some members and 

the Department of Co-operation as well as through the comments of department officials to 

one another through internal memos. The personal differences and conflicts should have 

been expected by all the members as no association that relied heavily on such close daily 

contact between its members could operate in total harmony. The breakdown of the farms 

occurred when differences could not be resolved and ill feelings were allowed to grow. 

The heartbeat for a co-operative farm, whether veteran or civilian in membership, 

was its ability through the general meetings to discuss and settle all problems affecting the 

operation of the farm. Once members became unwilling to participate in those meetings or 

felt that their opinions had little impact on decisions, they would begin to withdraw from 

the democratic process, and become disenchanted with the organization. The situation of 

the Spring bank farm depicts that situation quite well. Certain members of the farm became 

antagonistic towards others and withdrew participation from meetings. The importance of 

participation was recognized by members of the farm as indicated in a letter to Harold 

Chapman. Mary Moffat wrote in 1950 that some farm members were refusing to 

participate in group meetings which, she said, were an important part of the farm. 

"Relations have been strained for some weeks and getting worse each day [and] everyone 

is downhearted and worried." Mrs. Moffat continues, saying, 

no doubt we all have done or said things contributing to the failure of the 
co-op, but we're all human [and] we're willing to overlook the other 
fellow's mistakes if they will overlook ours. 29 

29 Marry Moffat to Harold Chapman, 29 May 1950. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and 
Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1545. 
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The farms relied on the voluntary and active participation of its members. Unwillingness to 

partake in farm meetings by members severely limited the farms' ability to function. 

The Springbank farm was not the only one to experience severe personal 

difficulties between the members. There were at least four additional farms that endured 

severe membership conflicts: Orley, Gisi, Beaver River, and Mudie Lake. The Gisi farm, 

like many of the veteran farms in the Carrot River district, succumbed to financial strain 

placed on the farm due to crop failures in 1954 and 1955. The stress of having little or no 

income from the operation was depicted by Del Spoxton, a farm member, as the main 

problem affecting the farm. In a letter to J.T. Phalen of the Department of Co-operation, 

Sproxton stated his intention of resigning from the farm because, as he put it, "the situation 

here is becoming intolerable."3° Commenting on the situation of the farm in a letter to J.H. 

Brockel bank, Minister of Natural Resources, J. T. Phalen claimed that, "the members of the 

farm [have become] more and more reluctant to sit down and work out problems and 

equally share the burdens of carrying on the farm. "31 The lack of income from the farm 

forced four members to seek employment off the farm, leaving the farm responsibilities 

resting with the remaining two members. The absenteeism of the other members 

contributed to a sense of mistrust developing between members wanting to maintain the 

farm and those wishing to sell its assets. The reluctance of the members to work out their 

problems through their meetings only escalated the tensions within the farm. Sproxton 

30 Del Spoxton to J.T. Phalen, 19 January 1956. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and Co
operative Development, R 595, file 1636. 

31 J.T. Phalen to J.H. Brockelbank, 2 March 1956. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and Co-
operative Development, R 595, file 1636. · 
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became so furious with the Gisi brothers that in a later letter to J. T. Phalen he exclaimed 

that, "I will have no dealings with these people again except through a lawyer."32 

Sproxton's reaction typified how many members felt when they left a farm. A member 

leaving a farm on good terms was a rare occurrence. 

The Mudie Lake farm, located in the northwest area of the province near 

Pierceland, demonstrated difficulties similar to those of the Gisi farm. The benefits of 

working co-operatively were realized by the members as they were able to open up more 

bushland together than they had previously as individuals. Yet, again, the human element 

forced the farm to break apart. J .J. McConnell, an agricultural representative in the district, 

explained the situation of the farm in a letter to Harold Chapman: 

They still feel that the economies are very good but that the human 
problems (personalities) were too great and their individual stories indicated 
a great deal of hard feelings. 

They are very much afraid that the eventual outcome will be a complete 
break -off of neighborly relations if they continue working together. 33 

The capability of individuals to live and work together was tested on all of the farms. 

Members who were able to recognize the advantage of the farms to provide security for 

themselves through group action and overcome their own personal aspirations as individual 

farmers were better adapted to work within the group. If differences of opinion, 

encompassing all farm operations, could not be overcome by members, the possibility of 

failure increased. 

32 Del Spoxton to J.T. Phalen, 3 April1956. SAB, Records of The Department of Co-operation and Co
operative Development, R 595, file 1636. 

33 J.J. McConnell to Harold Chapman, 17 April1952. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and 
Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1515. 
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Working together for the common good of the group seemed to be a secondary 

concern for many farm members as was evident through the internal problems of many of 

the farms. The Orley farm, located in the Tisdale area, depicted how the individual 

attitudes of some of members worked against the organization. William Flemming, a farm 

member, wrote to Harold Chapman pointing out how individual self-interest and a lack of 

effort inhibited the farm operation. Believing that co-operative farming was a beneficial 

method of farming and how some of the members were ignorant of those benefits, 

Flemming says to Chapman, "you know, some people can't see past [their] own nose."34 

Farms that faced extreme internal problems did not remain intact for long. The average 

official length of incorporation for the five farms was 5.2 years. However, the actual length 

of time the farms operated as co-operatives was much less because many of them were 

unofficially dissolved, the members having disbanded the organization without government 

knowledge. The Orley farm was indicative of that. Officially, according to government 

records, the farm was incorporated from 1945 to 1948. Unofficially, the farm never began 

operations. The s~e circumstances existed for the Springbank, Mudie Lake, and Beaver 

River farms. Springbank and Beaver River disbanded within one year of incorporation 

while Mudie Lake survived only six years. 35 

34 W.A. Flemming to Harold Chapman, 11 May 1947. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and 
Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1418. 

35 Records show the amount of years the farms were registered with the Department of Co-operation and Co
operative Development. Therefore, a farm such as Beaver River which remained in the records from 1949 to 
1952 would seem to have been in operation for three years; in reality it lasted only six months. In actuality, 
all of the farms had a shorter operating existence than records would indicate. There was at least one year 
following the decision to dissolve the farm before it was removed from government records; in most cases it 
was much longer. 
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Not all of the civilian farms encountered membership problems as severe as those 

of the five mentioned above, although all co-operative farms experienced personal 

differences among the members at some time. Some of them were able to overcome those 

difficulties and demonstrate the advantages of co-operative farming. Of the twenty-four 

civilian farms, seventeen of them operated as co-operatives for ten or more years, 

demonstrating, like Matador and Beechy, that overcoming the personal differences could 

lead to success. One of the more successful farms was the Laurel farm, near Meskanaw. 

The Laurel farm was incorporated in 1946 and was officially dissolved in 1974, 

having operated twenty-eight years as a co-operative farm. Its importance to the co-

operative farm movement was that it solved one of the problems that plagued agriculture at 

the time: how to get the younger generation involved in farming without putting them into 

heavy debt. At the time of their formation there was no practical means in which sons or 

daughters could take over the farm operation. Through incorporation as a co-operative 

farm, the Laurel group overcame that obstacle. The age of the members of the farm ranged 

from eighteen to fifty five years with the older members providing the majority of the 

capital required. At the Co-operative Farm Conference held in Saskatoon in 1949, a farm 

member explained the purpose of the operation: 

The established farmers had loan capital of as high as $30,000 when assets 
were pooled. The young fellows came in with approximately $1,000 each. 
The object is to equalize loan capital and to do this, each member's equity 
will be gradually adjusted to the goal of $20,000.36 

36 Report of the Co-operative Farm Conference, Saskatoon, December 1&2, 1949. SAB, Papers of John 
Sturdy, M 14, file 1.51(3). 
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To accomplish that the younger members provided the majority of the labor for the farm, 

thereby earning a larger wage, of which a portion would be credited to their equity. 

Because the younger members had limited capital, the co-operative farm provided them 

with a mechanism to begin farming. 

The success of the Laurel farm can also be attributed to the members' ability to 

confront and overcome the personal problems they encountered. Like many of the other 

farms that were family oriented, the Laurel farm members were able to work through their 

internal problems and maintain a certain level of cohesiveness among its members. Of the 

twenty-four civilian co-operative farms that were formed, thirteen were organized primarily 

among family members. In most instances, however, there were also some non-family 

members involved in those farms. On the average, the family co-operative farms fared 

much better than other co-operative fann operations, ranging from three years to over forty 

years of incorporation and averaging over twenty-two years among the thirteen farms. On 

the other hand, the civilian farms that were organized mainly by neighbors or other non-

family members were less successful. The Algrove farm endured the longest, operating for 

twenty-three years; however, the average length of time those farms remained incorporated 

was just over eleven years. 37 By comparison, the life of the veteran farms averaged slightly 

over twelve years. 38 

37 See Appendix 1 for a listing of the incorporation and dissolution dates of all the co-operative farms. 

38 The average length of incorporation for the veteran farms was 12.6 years. However, the total includes the 
success of the Matador farm that was passed onto the next generation, therefore, it has been incorporated for 
50 years. The average declines to 10.8 years if Matador's incorporation is taken at the time the transfer to the 
next generation occurred in 1974. The average life of the veteran farms in the Carrot River area was 7.7 
years. 
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The internal difficulties of the co-operative farms hindered success. Of the thirty-

six co-operative farms incorporated between 1945 and 1960, twenty-one of them 

experienced noticeable problems among the membership. 39 The farms that were able to 

deal with the personal problems enjoyed the many benefits offered by a co-operative farm. 

The economic benefits of co-operative farming were quickly realized by all farm 

members. For many veterans who joined such farms, pooling VLA grants was the only way 

they could become involved in farming. The cost of individual farming was too great for 

the majority of them. Dmetre Stefaniuk, a veteran discharged following the war and 

interested in beginning a farming operation, could not afford the high costs required to 

begin as an individual. "After my discharge from the army in 1946," Stefaniuk says, "I was 

very interested in farming, but had no money to start."40 Stefaniuk's recollection of his 

situation typified the situation for most veterans who joined a co-operative farm. The farms 

provided a means by which people could take part in farming and at the same time reduce 

the financial difficulties associated with starting an operation. 

The civilian farms also enjoyed the economic advantages of co-operating. 

Following incorporation, most of the farms were able to sell the members' surplus 

equipment, an indication of the overcapitalization of the land under the family-farming 

system. The Sturgis farm portrayed that advantage when, following incorporation, they 

were able to sell $4,000 worth of surplus equipment.41 Having a full line of large, modem, 

39 See SAB, Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development, R 595. Files of the co-operative 
farms contain correspondence among various individuals from most of the farms to the Department. In many 
instances, personal views of the farm operations are given, including problems among the members. 

40 Demtre Stefaniuk to Dion McGrath, 19 October 1995. 

41 Co-operative Farm Development in Saskatchewan. November 1. 1949. SAB, Records of the Department 
of Agriculture, Lands Branch. R 264, file 20. 
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fully utilized equipment, compared to the small, outdated, underutilized equipment, 

allowed the farms to operate more efficiently. The equipment on a co-operative farm could 

also be worked twenty-four hours a day when necessary because the labor was available. 

The pooling of members' assets not only allowed the co-operative farms to liquidate 

outdated and unnecessary equipment; it also enabled them to purchase specialty equipment. 

Many of the civilian farms, like the Carrot River veteran farms, were situated in heavy 

bush country that required extensive clearing and breaking before the land could be 

productive. The Mudie Lake farm provides a good example of the advantages that could be 

enjoyed through co-operation. The five farmers who joined together to form the farm had 

operated in the area since the 1930's, and had made little progress in their individual 

operations because of the heavy bush and the amount of time it took to clear and break the 

land. Accentuating their problems was the fact that they were employing traditional horse 

power in their operations.42 Following incorporation as a co-operative farm they rapidly 

progressed in bringing their land under cultivation: 

In 1948 they purchased a second-hand tractor and other equipment and 
broke and reclaimed about 200 acres of land. They had about 300 acres of 
crop in 1949 and cleared and broke another 90 ·acres. In addition, they 
purchased a new seed drill, a 10ft power binder and a separator, which 
provides them with a fairly complete line of equipment.43 

Although the farm remained incorporated for only ten years, due to the internal problems 

that began affecting the farm, its accomplishment in getting the land under cultivation was 

42 Harold Chapman to B.N. Amason, 11 August 1948. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and 
Co-operative Development, R 595, file 1515. 

43 See Co-operative Farm Development in Saskatchewan. November 1. 1949. 
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remarkable. In less than five years the farm had achieved its desired goal, opening the 

land. In a letter to J.T. Phalen, J.T. Ewing, an agricultural representative in the Pierceland 

area, relayed the desire of the members to dissolve the farm because, "the express purpose 

of organization has been achieved, viz.: breaking up of land to be seeded down to grass for 

the feeding of Iivestock."44 The length of time it took the co-operative to achieve that goal 

was considerably less than what it would have taken each member to accomplish alone. 

The economic advantages of co-operative farming were apparent. Greater efficiency 

in the farm operation could be achieved through group action. Most farms experienced and 

recognized the economic advantages. There were other advantages that could also be 

enjoyed in such an organization. With the homes being grouped together for most farms 

there developed a community atmosphere that individual farms could not enjoy. David 

Willock, a staff writer for the Montreal Standard newspaper, wrote in 1950 about the 

settlers of the co-op farms in the Carrot River region and the atmosphere that they had 

created in the wilderness. 

In winter, the long nights so dreaded by the isolated, single-farm family are 
a happy round of dances, concerts and card parties in the community 
schoolhouse. The women of the six farms of Smoky Bum recently 
organized a community club which keeps things humming for them; they 
have a centrally-located co-op store; a library and, by this winter, a curling 
rink will be in operation.45 

Recreational activities, such as baseball and hockey, were common among members of the 

farms. The Matador farm had its own baseball team that played against neighboring 

44 J.T. Ewing to J.T. Phalen, 24 November 1952. SAB, Records of the Department of Co-operation and Co
operative Development. R595, file 1515. 

45 David Willock, "The Young Pioneers of Carrot River." Montreal Standard, 21 October 1950. See T.C. 
Douglas Papers, R 33.1, file 617. 
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communities such as the town of Kyle. Indeed, life was different for a person living on a 

co-operative farm rather than on a family farm; there were few moments where someone 

was alone. Jean Trew, wife of John Trew, member of the Beechy co-operative farm, loved 

the companionship that life on the co-op farm offered. "Though we were 20 miles from 

town," she says, "we were never lonely as we could always have 'tea' with a neighbor at 

any time - or borrow ingredients to bake something. In winter we often had card parties or 

dancing in a home."46 

Women on. a co-operative farm always had each other's companionship. However, 

the traditional role of farm women changed in the co-operatives. No longer did the women, 

by necessity, have to work a double load. Traditionally, women on a family farm needed to 

look after household duties, such as baking, cooking, cleaning, mending, and raising the 

children, as well as many of the chores associated with the farm, such as looking after the 

farm animals. During the busy seasons, seeding and harvest, most women also had to lend 

a hand in the field with their husbands to ensure that the crop was planted and harvested in 

time. This increased the burden placed on a farm wife. Lois Ross, in her book Prairie 

Lives, identified the women's role as being equal to the men on the family farm. "Women 

have worked the land as long as men," she says. "Farming is one of the few occupations in 

which women have not had to fight to share the work. They have, all along, been prime 

supporters of the family farm, both within the home and in the field. "47 

46 Jean Trew to Dion McGrath, 8 January 1996. 

47 Lois Ross, Prairie Lives. The Changing Face of Fanning. (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1985), 40. 
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On a co-operative farm, however, the women were not required to perform any 

additional tasks other than the duties associated with the home itself. Henry Cooperstock, a 

sociologist who studied the Saskatchewan co-operative farms in the late 1940's and 

1950's, pointed out that "rarely do they [women] even perform farm chores, as they would 

be likely to do on the individual farm. The role of the wife is thus more nearly like that of 

the town housewife."48 Patricia Saunders, whose husband W.E. Saunders was a member of 

the Pasquia Hills farm in the Carrot River area, would agree with Cooperstock' s analysis. 

"Except for the lack of modem conveniences, life was much like living in an urban area," 

she says.49 Jean Trew's role on the Beechy farm would also support Cooperstock's claim. 

"We did not share the labor of running the farm nor of the farm decisions," Trew 

remembers. "The main role each woman had as I see it was to keep harmony among 

ourselves and harmony among the children."50 

At the same time, however, the women were not official members of the farm. They 

did not partake in the decision-making process because they had no vote. The Beechy farm 

was not the only one in which the women were excluded from membership. Identical 

situations prevailed on all of the veteran farms and most of the civilian farms. Of the thirty-

six farms, women were members in only ten. Lome Dietrick gives his views on the 

position of women on the Matador farm saying that: 

They did not wish to participate in field work, livestock work etc. Nor did 
they have a strong leadership to promote the idea of women's membership. 

48 Henry Cooperstock, "Co-operative Fanning as a Variant Social Pattern." Canadian Society, ed. Bernard R. 
Blishen et al. (Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada Ltd, 1961), 257. 

49 Patricia M. Saunders to Dion McGrath, 23 January 1996. 

50 Jean Trew to Dion McGrath, 8 January 1996. 



Most of the men did not want women as members. The single men felt it 
would double [the] income for married men. 51 

Women on a co-operative farm, whether they were members or not, were not required to 

perform tasks that were directly part of farm production. By formalizing farm work, co-

operative farms gendered it in a new way. Those performing farm work were now 

conceived as being wage-earners, a role associated with the male gender. The constant 
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labor supply provided by the men was one of the reasons for the women's exclusion. Men 

had traditionally provided the primary labor for a farm operation; Women, on the other 

hand, were required by necessity, as Lois Ross noted, to contribute to that labor supply 

when it was needed. Farming had been a male-dominated occupation on the family farm 

and became more so on a co-operative farm. 

The gender roles that emerged within the farming community through the family 

farm unit were reinforced, in many ways, on a co-operative farm. Women had been looked 

upon as being subordinate to men in farming. It was men who usually made the decisions, 

owned the land, equipment, animals, home, and virtually everything else on the farm. It 

was the men who had the financial resources to control the farm and everyone who worked 

on it, including the women. The patriarchy that was established in farming was the result of 

who had economic control of the farm. It is true that many women contributed 

economically to the farm operation, through the sale of eggs, milk, butter, and other 

products that they could make in the home. But mechanization, new technology, and the 

commercialization of the industry extended and differentiated the gender roles. Co-

51 Dietrick, Memoirs, 47. 
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operative farms, in the 1940's and 1950's, were part of this pattern of modernization. 

"When activities become more important for the economic success and survival of the 

enterprise they are taken over by men. "52 Men on the co-operative farms assumed the 

responsibility for attaining and maintaining the economic success of the operation. All 

aspects of the farm that contributed to its economic viability were controlled by the men. 

Women, in turn, were relegated strictly to domestic duties. "The work performed by 

women, under the division of labour, had use value rather than exchange value and on that 

basis became unimportant [in terms of the economic success of the farm]."53 The lack of 

recognition women's work received on the farms was illustrated by the fact that on the 

majority of farms they were not paid for their labor. 

There were some farms that acknowledged the role played by women and paid them 

a monthly wage. The Sturgis and Newnham farms were extraordinary exceptions where the 

women were not only accepted as members but were also paid monthly wages for the 

domestic tasks, like raising the children and caring for the home, that they performed daily: 

a step in the long struggle for the equality of farm women. 

Although women had very little input into the actual farm operations, this did not 

mean they did not wish to become members of the farms. At the 1951 meeting of the 

Federation of Production Co-operatives, the role of women on co-operative farms was 

discussed. It was recommended that wives become members, that joint meetings be held 

52 Pat Keyser, "Shifting Ground: Women's Experience in Agriculture" (Undergraduate Sociology 302.3 
Paper presented to Professor Michael Gertler, Aprill991), 14, quoted from Ruth Gasson, "Changing Gender 
Roles: a workshop report." Sociologia Ruralis, Vol XXVIII-4. 

53 Keyser, 13, quoted from Carolyn E. Sachs, The Invisible Farmers. (Totowa: Rowman and Allanheld, 
1983). 



117 

when issues of interest to women were discussed, and that the social life of the farm be 

planned by both men and women. 54 The recommendation of the group, that was composed 

almost entirely of women, did not materialize, and the position of women did not change 

on many of the farms. On the farms where women were active as members, they did not 

take an active role in making decisions that affected farming. Mary Moffat, who lived on 

the Springbank farm with her husband Joe, explained her position as revolving around the 

men and the decisions they made. "You must remember that the 40's were still very much 

a 'man's world' and we women more or less went along with our husbands' decisions."55 1t 

seems clear that the position of women on the co-operative farms was limited to duties that 

centered on the home and farmyard. Women conceded control of the farm operation to the 

men. What they were not prepared to concede was control over beautification of the 

community or recreational and social activities along with anything else, aside from farm 

operation, that affected them as much as the men. 

The co-operative farms did more than lessen the workload of farm women. They 

also provided women with constant companionship and the opportunity to develop social 

and recreational activities. "Isolation was one of the overwhelming factors in a pioneer 

woman's life," and it could be overcome on a co-operative farm. 56 The family farms that 

were predominant throughout the prairies were often too far apart, sometimes three or four 

miles, to provide adequate access for a woman to travel for a visit. Coupled with the 

54 Second Annual Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1951. SAB, Records of the Co
operative Union of Canada, Saskatchewan Section, R110, file 129. 

55 Mary Moffat to Dion McGrath, 19 October 1995. 

56 Linda Rasmussen, A Harvest Yet to Reap: A History of Prairie Women. (Toronto: Women's Press, 1976), 
42. 



118 

workload a farmwife performed, there "simply wasn't much time for fun."57 On the other 

hand, a co-operative farm provided women easy access to their neighbors, who were 

usually no more than two hundred yards away, which allowed for social visits. Forming a 

community by moving or building houses in one central location provided for the constant 

contact the women were to enjoy, and reduced the isolation many women on a family 

farms endured. 

Eva Herman, wife of W .F. Herman who was a member of the Sturdy farm in the 

Carrot River area, believed that living on the co-operative was a much more beneficial way 

of life for a woman than being on an individual farm. Life on an individual farm "was like 

being out in the world all by yourself. On the co-op farm we were one big happy family. Us 

women depended on each other. It would have been terrible alone. "58 The sense of 

isolation was potentially great on the veteran farms, especially those in the Carrot River 

area, because of the location of the farms and the poor access into the area. Eva Herman 

feared that isolation. "No one [would] have any idea what it was like until [they] are stuck 

out in the wilderness 25 miles from a town doctor, groceries, you name [it]."59 Knowing 

that there was always someone around reduced the anxiety felt by many women and 

provided for an occasional helping hand when it was needed. 

Aside from the social aspect, women on many of the veteran farms endured more 

hardship than the men. Veteran farms began with nothing. The women were forced to 

57 Rasmussen, 42. 

58 Eva Herman to Dion McGrath, 15 February 1996. 

59 Eva Herman to Dion McGrath, 15 February 1996. 
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utilize all their resources in order to provide for the families. Clothes were sewn or knitted 

out of necessity; meals were, at times, made from wild animals that were illegally poached. 

There were many times when it was just a matter of survival. The ability of the woman to 

withstand those hardships varied. Edie Curtis, wife of Ray Curtis of the Pasquia Hills farm, 

resented the situation she was thrust into by living on a co-operative farm in an isolated 

area. "It was in some respects as if [we] had been thrust back into pioneer days. This was 

more true for the women than the men. The farm operations were carried on with the aid of 

modem machinery. Most households had none of the modem conveniences."60 The farm 

that Curtis was a part of lasted only four years, thereby limiting the opportunity to improve 

the situation of everyone on the farm. Jean Trew recalls a much different scenario for the 

wotnen on the Beechy farm: 

Initially we had nothing - but it did not bother us because we were all in the 
same boat and looking to the future for better things. 

Things were constantly improving on the Co-op Farm. As Finances 
improved we got such things as cars, power, roads, telephones and all the 
conveniences that go with them. 

I believe co-op farming provided a good way of life for a woman as you 
could devote your time to your family.61 

The economic success of co-operative farming was not only necessary to satisfy the men, it 

was also necessary in order to make the wives content. For the farms that faced unusually 

harsh circumstances in their formative years, becoming economically viable was very 

difficult and led to discontent among everyone on the farm. 

60 Edie Curtis, "An Experiment that Failed and an Analysis of Why Based on Personal Experience." P.92. 

61 Jean Trew to Dion McGrath, 8 January 1996. 
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Co-operative farms offered many advantages to their members, both economic and 

social. Realizing those advantages was difficult for everyone involved. All of the farms 

seemed to offer solutions to some of the problems that were plaguing prairie agriculture at 

the time. The new method of agricultural production provided a realistic opportunity to 

establish the younger generation on the land without burdening them with debt. The Laurel 

and Aurous (located near Prince Albert) farms were established with that goal in mind and 

were successful. The new method also provided a means for those interested in farming to 

establish themselves, at a time when mechanization and high overhead costs were forcing 

many farmers off the land. Veteran farms characterized that benefit. With little money most 

veterans who joined a co-operative farm would have had limited opportunity of attaining 

the land and machinery necessary to begin a farm operation. Through the co-operative farm 

they were able to attain both. Furthermore, the co-op farms also lessened the isolation and 

loneliness felt by individuals on family farms. The community atmosphere that was created 

enabled the members to develop close relationships with one another and provide for social 

interaction on a regular basis. On the other hand, the constant interaction of the members 

created tense and sometimes harsh relationship difficulties among the members. In many 

cases, the inability of the members to identify and work out their problems forced the farms 

into dissolution. 

Personal animosity had a greater impact on those farms that could not prove the 

economic benefits of co-operative farming. The farms in the Carrot River district suffered 

continuous crop failures due to adverse weather in the early 1950's that forced each farm 

into financial difficulty. In addition, those farms were established in a wilderness area that 
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had no infrastructure of good roads or communication, which resulted in long periods of 

isolation for the settlers. Those difficulties contributed to social problems between the 

members that could not be conquered. "The most important skill for co-op groups to 

develop is the ability to handle personal antagonisms."62 The majority of farms were 

unable to develop that skill. Some civilian farms encountered personal differences during 

the organizing stage of the operation, which resulted in abandoning the idea. However, the 

lack of a visible economic advantage in an alternative method of farming forced many 

members to seek alternative ways to make earn a living, some attempted other occupations 

while others turned to individual farming. 

The prospects of overcoming the social problems that affected the farms increased 

as the farms were able to develop economically. The Matador and Beechy farms depicted 

this in their success. They were not immune from internal problems that could have broken 

the spirit of the members and brought about dissolution. However, they were prepare to 

face their problems and attempted to work them out through their meetings. The success of 

the meetings hel~ on the farms seemed to be a good indicator of the success of the farms. 

"If the men couldn't get along on the management of the farm, then they wouldn't be able 

to get along living together which would lead to the break up of the farm. "63 Maintaining 

unity in farm management was critical if they were going to be successful. 

62 Address by W.B. Baker to the Saskatchewan Federation of Production Co-operatives at the First Annual 
Meeting of the Federation of Production Co-operatives, 1950. SAB, Records of the Co-operative Union of 
Canada, Saskatchewan Section, R110, file 129. 

63 Karen and Richard Briggs, Beechy Co-op Farm. 1949-1974. (1982), 14. 
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The farms relied on the actions and decisions of the men for their immediate 

financial success. It was the men who controlled the farms. Women, on the other hand, 

were taken out of their traditional role on a family farm where they were expected to carry 

out household duties, raising children, yardwork, and also, when necessary, fieldwork. The 

co-op farm women were not required to perform tasks that directly affected the farm 

income, namely fieldwork and caring for farm animals. The position of the women on a co

op farm, however, remained secondary to that of the men. They did not have an active 

voice in farm production decisions, and, on many of the farms, were not paid for the duties 

they performed. 

There were attempts made by women to become accepted as members in the farms. 

The recommendations made by the study group at the 1951 meeting of the Federation of 

Production Co-operatives demonstrate their desire. Yet, they were not concerned with 

gaining total equality with the men. Instead, membership for the women meant having a 

vote on decisions that affected them as much as the men. Their efforts to become members 

of the farms failed in most cases; however, women on all the farms played an important 

role in developing the new communities they were a part of as well as their larger, 

surrounding communities. 

The co-operative farms that incorporated in Saskatchewan between 1945 and 1960 

demonstrated the varying degrees of success that could be achieved by working and living 

together. They also showed the tremendous personal problems that could be encountered in 

such group action and how those difficulties, if they were not properly dealt with, could 

seriously hamper a farm's economic and social development. The individualistic attitude 

that prevailed in prairie agriculture at the time surfaced many times on the co-op farms and 
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was at the root of many internal problems. Farm members were raised in a society that 

encouraged individual farming over group farming. The concept and practice of co

operative farming was different for people socialized to individual farming, so achieving a 

membership that was willing to work for the benefit of the farm instead of themselves was 

difficult. The challenge to the traditional view of farming was too great for many members 

of the farms and subsequently forced many of the farms to disband. On the other hand, 

there were others who had the ability to overcome their personal desire of farming on their 

own and work through the many difficulties they experienced as a co-op farmer. A retired 

co-op farmer, John Trew, put it best when he commented, "it takes a special type of person 

to set up a co-operative farm and make it work successfully."64 

64 John Trew, personal interview, October 1995. 



Conclusion 



Co-operative farming in Saskatchewan during the 1940's and 1950's must, like any 

other program that suggested or provided an alternative to the traditional family farm, be 

examined in the context of the agricultural climate of the time. Saskatchewan agriculture 

was undergoing tremendous changes in the early 1940's. Rapid mechanization, 

technological advances, and the labor shortage that occurred in the farming community, as 

a result of the war, were three reasons for the changes. Young men and women left rural 

Saskatchewan by the thousands to sign up in the armed services, leaving many farms with 

the need to replace labor. Many of those farms, out of necessity and in the name of 

progress, turned to larger, more technical equipment to fill their needs. In addition to 

mechanical improvements, farming methods were also refined. Crop rotation, soil 

conservation, enhanced seed varieties, and new chemicals were replacing outdated 

techniques and offering greater returns for producers. Changes affecting agriculture 

produced changes throughout rural Saskatchewan that encouraged the experiment of the 

co-operative farm. New technology allowed many farmers to expand their operations, 

which enabled them to increase production. For those who could not afford the costs of 

increasing their land base and the equipment necessary to work the land, there were few 

options. Many attempted to remain on the land, operating their farms as efficiently as 

possible; others simply sold their farms. The increased capital costs of farming that 

occurred in the 1940's resulted in a decline in the number of farms and farmers in 

Saskatchewan. The depopulation of rural Saskatchewan increased the sense of isolation 

and loneliness felt by many on family farms. The cost of attaining new conveniences, such 

as electricity and telephones, was immense. Many farmers could not afford the new 

luxuries. The co-op farm offered a solution. It allowed farm operations to be carried out 
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with a complete line of modern equipment; the loneliness and isolation were reduced or 

eliminated; and the costs of accessing modern conveniences were greatly reduced. The 

changes within the farming community produced and allowed for the experiment of co-

operative farming in Saskatchewan. 

The twenty years between 1941 and 1961 witnessed a steady decline in the farming 

community in Saskatchewan. In 1941 the farm population was just over 500,000; by 1951 

that number had declined by approximately 1 00,000; by 1961 the farm population rested at 

305,740 persons. 1 Correlating with the decline in population was a decrease in the number 

of farms. In 1941 the number of farms in the province was 138,713; in 1951 that number 

had fallen by 26,695; by 1961 there were 93,924 farms in Saskatchewan.2 One of the things 

increasing, however, was the average farm size. On average the total acreage of a farm in 

the province had increased by more than· 250 acres. Coupled with that trend was the fact 

that the average age of the farm operator was over 45 years. In 1954, the Royal 

Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life placed the state of the industry into perspective; 

opportunities for establishment in farming have not only reached practical 
limits but are, in fact, in the process of contraction. The needs of the people 
now engaged in agriculture far exceed the possibilities for expansion. 3 

Individuals wanting to establish themselves on an economic unit sufficient to provide an 

adequate standard of living faced mounting difficulties. 

Furthermore, the younger generation's opportunities to become involved in farming 

were becoming limited. As a result many young people began to seek alternative 

1 Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food. Agricultural Statistics, 1994. 

2 Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food. Agriculture Statistics, 1994. 

3 Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life, 1954. P. 1. 
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occupations. In addition to the exodus of young people from the farms, there was also the 

increased isolation of the farms themselves due to the fact that many had disappeared. The 

face of farming in Saskatchewan was changing. No longer would the small homestead of 

320 acres suffice to provide for a family. The trend was towards the larger, mechanized 

farm. 

Mechanization and new techniques led to a need for expansion of the family farm. 

In order to obtain a reasonable cost per acre for machinery, additional land would be 

required. Yet, the majority of suitable agricultural land had already been occupied by the 

1940's. However, the pressures for larger farms, which were driving people off the land, 

helped to provide additional opportunities for farm expansion. Farmers who were able to 

sustain the growing pressure of accumulating debt were able to survive in the new era of 

Saskatchewan agriculture. For many, however, the pressure was too great. Alternatives 

were sought to decrease some of the additional costs thrust upon them. 

One of the more popular initiatives was the use of the co-operative method to 

reduce costs. Saskatchewan had a strong history of employing the co-operative method to 

meet specific needs throughout the frrst half of the twentieth century. For the most part, co

operative effort had been focused on consumer and marketing co-operatives. By the 1930's 

the co-operative method had evolved into other industries as well. One of the areas was in 

the production of various agricultural commodities. Grazing, dairy, and machinery co

operatives were but a few that began to organize. By the mid 1940's, the prospect of 

complete co-operative farms was becoming a reality. 
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The election of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation in June 1944 greatly 

increased the possibility of establishing co-op farms. Although much of the legislation 

regarding such enterprises was already in place due to the previous Liberal administration, 

the CCF worked to strengthen and encourage the use of the co-operative approach in 

agricultural production, including co-operative farms. In 1944, in co-operation with other 

agencies, such as the University of Saskatchewan, Co-operative Union of Canada 

(Saskatchewan Section), and the United Farmers of Canada (Saskatchewan Section), the 

CCF began preparations for the experiment in co-operative farming. The government did 

not act alone. There were continuous consultations with the other groups interested in co

operative farming. The government acted as the consolidating force that had the resources 

to implement the plan. 

The circumstances for attempting the experiment were favorable. The Second 

World War had been going on for over four years and the end was believed to be near. 

Preparations needed to be in place for the eventual return of thousands of members of the 

armed forces who wouldbe seeking employment and a return to normal living. 

Saskatchewan was an agrarian-based society at the time. Many veterans came from rural 

areas and farm backgrounds. Therefore, the agricultural sector was looked upon as being an 

industry that could provide a satisfactory rehabilitation for many of the returning veterans. 

However many people were concerned that it would be difficult for a returning veteran to 

become established on a farm because of the high costs involved. Advocates of co

operative farming had an opportunity to introduce an alternative method of farming that 



could help resolve some of the problems affecting the industry and at the same time 

demonstrate their desire to see returned veterans rehabilitated into society. 
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The government was viewed as the architect of the co-operative farming plan for 

two main reasons. The first had to do with finance and research. A program of the 

necessary magnitude would require funding in order to get the preliminary work 

completed. The government had the resources to conduct the required research. Studies and 

research had to be conducted on other co-operative and collective schemes that had taken 

place worldwide. Four areas, the USSR, Palestine, Mexico, and the USA, were selected for 

study and review. The kolkhoz in the USSR seemed to have accomplished large-scale 

mechanization through co-operative effort and the kibbutz of Palestine demonstrated how 

community living could be successfully accomplished. In Mexico large-scale land reform 

provided land for landless people and through the co-operative approach they were able to 

achieve a better living for themselves. The experiment in the United States offered the 

most immediately relevant information for the Saskatchewan experiment. The conditions 

of farming in the _US were much like those in Saskatchewan and the co-operative approach 

to farming was, in both cases, foreign. Individual ownership was the pattern that had 

developed in both countries and co-operative farming went against that tradition. The 

failed attempt at co-operative farming under the direction of the FSA provided information 

as to some of the possible problems that could be avoided. All of the areas provided 

valuable information regarding the proposed venture into co-operative farming in 

Saskatchewan. Joseph Eaton, in his book Exploring Tomorrow's Agriculture, examined 

the various types of co-operative farms worldwide, and maintained that; 



The fact that co-operative group farms play such an important role in the 
agricultural economy of three countries and seem to find recognition in a 
fourth (England) indicates that this pattern can no longer be considered 
experimental. 4 
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The research aided in identifying some of the many benefits that could be achieved as well 

as the many downfalls that needed to be avoided if the project was developed. 

The second reason for the government's importance was the need for suitable 

agricultural land. By 1944, the accessible land base for agriculture was almost entirely 

occupied. However, the government had in its possession hundreds of thousands of acres 

of Crown land that was deemed suitable for agricultural production. Much of that land was 

located in heavy bush in the north-eastern part of the province known as the Carrot River 

district. For that land to be made suitable for production, the government had to undertake 

a program in which the land was cleared and broken to allow settlers to make a living from 

the outset. Through what was known as the Carrot River Program, the government placed 

responsibility upon itself to insure settlers in the area had land that could offer a return 

immediately. The guarantee to the settlers was that 100 acres of a 320-acre lease would be 

cleared and broken, the cost being absorbed by the government indicating the necessity of 

required capital. 

It was clear that the government assumed an immense role in the development and 

implementation of the co-operative farm program. The numerous conferences and meetings 

that were held to plan and prepare for such a program were government-sponsored. In 

addition, the government accepted the responsibility of publishing materials relevant to co-

operative farming in order to educate the public in the alternative method. But the one 

4 Joseph W. Eaton, Exploring Tomorrow's Agriculture. (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1943), 241. 
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thing that must be remembered was that at no time did the government act alone on the 

development and implementation of policies that were created. Numerous other groups 

were involved in the program from the beginning. The government realized from the outset 

that, for such a co-operative enterprise to be successful, there needed to be initiative and 

leadership from outside the government as well. For its part, the government acknowledged 

that it had to provide an infrastructure in which initiative and leadership could grow and 

mature. That infrastructure was established and refined through the many conferences that 

were held to outline the scope and intentions of the program. 

Supporters of co-operative farming were enthusiastic and optimistic at the prospects 

of such farms. However, at no time was there any intention of "socializing" the land base 

in the province. Many opponents of the scheme called co-operative farming the first step 

towards communism. Such claims were· ill-informed. Of the approximate 2,000 units of 

land the government leased to veterans by 1952, fewer than 200 units were delegated to co-

operative farm members. 5 The government did hold out confidence that, if co-operative 

farming was proven to be a good alternative to individual ownership, many farmers would 

voluntarily adopt the new method. That confidence was soon eroded when problems and 

difficulties began to emerge regarding the operation of co-op farms. 

The agricultural system was established on the principle of individual family 

ownership. Therefore, virtually all legislation, especially agricultural, was created for an 

individual family unit, not a group. Indications that co-operative farms would have 

difficulty being accommodated into the legal system surfaced in 1946 when the Matador 

5 "Veteran Settlement in Saskatchewan," 1952. SAB, Records of the Department of Agriculture. Lands 
Branch, R 264, file 25. 
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farm was established and the veteran members were refused their rehabilitation grants by 

the Veteran's Land Administration (VLA). The federal government regarded an 

individual's security as the most important aspect in rehabilitation and believed that a co

op farm could not offer long-term security. That major impediment was overcome when 

the Saskatchewan government amended the lease agreement it had with veterans to include 

a clause that guaranteed a veteran land of equal quality and location in the event that the 

member discontinued participation in the farm. The amendment satisfied the VLA, but 

caused additional problems between the provincial government and farm members when 

the government could not live up to its guarantee. 

Difficulties with the VLA were only the beginning of many legal uncertainties that 

plagued co-op farms. The farms did fit into the established infrastructure and as a result 

many of the benefits of co-op farming were lost. There were numerous pieces of legislation 

that did not recognize co-operative farms as legitimate farming operations. The most 

notable was the income tax law. The law hampered the farms in two basic ways. First of 

all, the law did not view the farms as being true co-operatives. Instead the farms were 

classified as corporations and taxed as such. They were not allowed the privilege of tax 

exemptions in their first three years of operation given to other co-operative enterprises. 

For the farms that were able to demonstrate the economic gain of working together, having 

that tax break in the formative years of the farm could have been a tremendous help for 

further success. Secondly, farm members were not recognized as farmers. They were 

unable to average their incomes over the standard five-year period as individuals farmers. 

Unfair income tax legislation hindered all of the farms that were able to enjoy the profits of 
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their operations. Many of the farms, however, especially the farms in the northeastern part 

of the province, did not worry about income tax problems because they had little or no 

income. 

There were additional external problems that affected the success of the farms. 

Grain quotas, relief payments, various provincial legislation, and accessibility to the farms 

themselves all added to the difficulty of establishing a working unit. The definite and 

noticeable benefits of a co-op farm were displaced by the legal and economic systems and 

the topography of the land that surrounded the farms. Legally, the farms were incorporated 

businesses. However, they were not suited to meet the many rules and regulations that had 

been established. Including co-op farms in the system was a complicated and slow process, 

especially at the federal level. The provincial government was more congenial to making 

changes in legislation in order to include the farms, primarily because it was one of the 

original planners of the program. 

The Saskatchewan government wanted co-operative farms to succeed. It 

continuously lobbied and negotiated with the federal government for legislative changes 

that would include co-operative farms. When human relations problems began surfacing on 

many of the farms, the government, through the Department of Education, sponsored 

workshops that were designed to deal with those difficulties. By 1950, the government had 

begun to limit its direct monetary assistance to the farms, but was willing to back requests 

made by the farms, through the Co-operative Guarantee Act, for assistance. Excessive 

government involvement would have undermined the co-operative philosophy. The 
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government felt that responsibility for the success of the operation must rest with the 

members. It was clear that, on many of the farms, that responsibility was taken lightly. 

The apprehension that co-operative farms were "collectivist" in nature, and that the 

individual would be subordinate to the wishes of the group, was widespread among 

opponents of the program. Walter Tucker, chairman of the special committee on Veterans 

Affairs in 1946 and later leader of the Saskatchewan Liberal party, publicly stated that he 

favored individual ownership over the co-operative method. 6 Tucker was, in both 

instances, in a position of influence. As chairman of the special committee his views 

predominated. He was able to maintain his stance against co-op farms and gain the support 

of other committee members. Tucker's position on the committee was a contributing factor 

to the delay ih changing the VLA. The fear that co-operative farms made the individual 

subservient to the group was unfounded~ Withdrawal from a farm did not mean loss of 

property or investment. The bylaws of each farm guaranteed personal freedom and 

possessions and the provincial government assured all veteran lease holders similar land if 

they decided to withdraw. Yet, suspicion and ignorance prevailed in many minds and 

resulted in a painfully slow process of legislative change. 

The pace at which modifications were made to the legal systems had an affect on 

the disposition of many farm members. Those who joined the farms were aware of the 

potential advantages that could be attained through co-operative effort. Yet, they 

encountered many legal disadvantages that seemed to negate some of the benefits. The 

personal differences that arose as a result of community living caused further 

6 ''Tucker opposes V.L.A. amendment. Co-operative farm failure predicted." 16 March 1949. SAB, Papers of 
John Sturdy, M14, file 1.51. 
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disillusionment. Few, if any, of the farm members had experienced intimate group living 

outside the armed services. For many, the encounter was too much. Individual goals had to 

be supplanted by the needs of the group. However, there was also a need for individuals to 

be able to pursue and excel in their personal interests. While economic success of the farm 

was the primary concern, the development of a content and unified community also 

required individual happiness and expression. It was essential for members to specialize in 

the farming operations that appealed to them and for everyone living on the farm to 

participate in activities in the surrounding communities. A co-operative farm needed to 

provide both economic security and a satisfying social environment in order to become 

successful. 

Attaining economic stability on the farms was often very difficult and, in many 

instances, failure contributed to members' unwillingness to remain with the farm. The 

farms in the Carrot River area demonstrated that economic success was essential to 

survival. Severe and abnormal weather conditions prevented many of the farms from 

planting or harvesting a crop. As a result, many farm members were forced to abandon 

their farms in search of employment. By contrast, the Matador, Beechy, Laurel, and Sturgis 

farms, along with others, experienced near-normal conditions that allowed them to get 

through the formative years and establish a routine of successful farm operations. Proving 

to members the economic viability of co-operative farming greatly improved the chances of 

the organization's success. 

In addition to the obvious economic implications of co-operative farming, were the 

social benefits. Like the economic, the social advantages were easy to recognize in the 
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initial stages of development. However, the social benefits were hard to maintain due to the 

different personalities, goals, and farming methods of farm members. Employing 

democratic principles as the basis on which all farm decisions were made often led to 

differences of opinion and open conflict between individuals. Members were accustomed 

to farming techniques they or their parents had practiced prior to joining a co-op farm and 

those techniques varied. Bringing different farming philosophies together on a co-operative 

farm forced members to either abide by the majority decision or, if all else failed, leave the 

farm. 

Farm meetings were the most important and necessary function for the successful 

running of the farm. The meetings were not only the time when plans were made regarding 

farm operations, but were also the time when differences were brought into the open and 

discussed. In essence, the meetings determined the degree to which the members would co

operate. If a consensus could not be reached, ill feelings often developed between the 

opposing parties. If those ill feelings were allowed to grow among the members, the 

dissolution of the farm usually resulted. The Beechy farm attempted to solve the problem 

by requiring decisions to be unanimous. Debating ideas and convincing all the members of 

the merits of a proposed plan was at the core of developing consensus. The success of their 

method was seen over their twenty-four year history. 

Experience demonstrated that a co-operative type of organization could improve 

and solve some of the social aspects of rural farm life. No longer did settlers have to be 

physically isolated from their neighbors. Traditionally, family farms were dispersed over 

large areas making communication and social life difficult, especially among the women. 
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On a co-operative farm it was easier for everyone to develop close relationships and there 

was no difficulty getting together with neighbors for a visit. The isolation that prevailed for 

the family farm was overcome on the co-operative farm. Furthermore, the community that 

was developed was much easier to equip with some of the amenities of urban living. 

Electricity, telephones, schools, roads, social, and recreational facilities were efficiently 

provided to the members. Many of the co-op farms did not receive those services 

immediately, but over time and with the maturity of the farm, they were provided. 

Both men and women experienced change in their traditional roles on the farms 

through the co-operative structure of the organizations? Women were relieved of one of 

their traditional responsibilities on family farms: farming. Co-operative farms reduced or 

eliminated the need for women to perform farm production work. Women were no longer 

required to care for the livestock or other farm animals, nor were they required to help with 

the field work. On the co-operative farm, women were, for the most part, restricted to work 

that was based in the home. Housework, child care, and tending to the garden were 

common duties women performed. The reduced work load for women did not increase 

their status within the agricultural community. They dtd not attain equal status with the 

men on a co-operative farm. Men made the decisions that affected all farm production and 

marketing functions. In the instances where women were official members, they exerted 

little or no influence in the decision-making process. Even on the farms where women 

were recognized for their contribution in caring for the home and raising children, and were 

7 See also Michael E. Gertler and Thomas Murphy, ''The Social Economy of Canadian Agriculture: Family 
Farming and Alternative Futures." Pp. 239-269 in Family Farming in Europe and America. Boguslaw Galeski 
and Eugene Wilkening ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1987) and Lenore Swystun, "Women in Farming: A 
Social Economy of Multi-Family and Single Family Farms in Saskatchewan." M.A. Thesis, University of 
Saskatchewan, 1997. 



paid a monthly wage, they were not looked upon as having any legitimate input into 

production-related decisions. The patriarchy of prairie agriculture survived on the co

operative farms although progress was made in reducing the burden placed on women. 
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The advantages of living on a co-operative farm were experienced by many people. 

The farms attempted to solve some of the problems that afflicted agriculture during an era 

of rapid mechanization, expansion of farm sizes, and a decrease in the farm population. 

The farms challenged a system that was operated in the interests of the individual; a system 

that was forcing many farmers off their land. The CCF and other organizations recognized 

the negative trend that beset the industry and looked for a reasonable program that could 

offer rehabilitation for rural Saskatchewan. Co-operative farming was acceptable to the 

CCF in its desire to build a co-operative commonwealth; it was also economically feasible 

for those just entering farming, and it seemed to offer a solution to some of the basic 

problems affecting agriculture. Co-operative farming was looked upon as an experiment 

that could reverse the trend of decrea.Sed rural population and farms. 

Whether or not each farm was successful is not the main issue. There were, as 

noted, numerous difficulties both internal and external that worked against the farms and 

contributed to their demise. The importance of the co-operative farms that originated in 

Saskatchewan between 1945 and 1960 was that they demonstrated that an alternative 

method of agricultural production was viable, at least economically, if an effort was made 

to modify the established rules of the industry. They successfully illustrated that the 

economic and social problems associated with farming could be overcome by working and 

living co-operatively. 
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Co-operative farming challenged the tradition of the family farm, a tradition that 

was manifest in federal and provincial legislation. Co-operative farm members were often 

discriminated against in government programs because they were viewed as being one 

corporate farmer, not a group of farmers. Advocates were forced to lobby the governments 

for changes in order for co-op farms to be included and accepted in the agricultural realm. 

Forcing changes in legislation was only one of the challenges the farms faced; 

another dealt with each member's desire to farm individually. Farming was seen as an 

occupation for the individual. Farmers made their own decisions, accepted their own loses 

and gains, and were perceived as being independent. Co-operative farming displaced some 

of the qualities farmers possessed. Farm members had to overcome the aspiration of 

attaining the implied and accepted image of the farmer. Challenging their own self-image 

of what a farmer should have been was more difficult than most farm members expected. 

The impact of co-operative farms on Saskatchewan agriculture was marginal. The 

farms never gained popularity or recognition among the general farming community. The 

total membership did not exceed 200 and the number of individuals living on such farms 

did not surpass one thousand: insignificant numbers compared to the total farm population 

of 305,740 in 1960.8 However, co-operative farms did provide an alternative to the 

traditional method of farming and they demonstrated that the alternative could work. The 

efforts by co-operative farms to change an agricultural system tailored to the individual 

were laden with difficulties. Conditions were not always conducive for their development. 

Perseverance and hard work were required from everyone involved. Those that survived 

established a workable and rewarding method of living off the land. 

8 Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food. Agricultural Statistics. 1994. P. 1. 
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The CCF chose to support and encourage co-operative farming in 1943 because it 

believed many of the problems facing family farms could be overcome through the co-

operative method. Subsequently, many of the farms demonstrated that those problems 

could be solved. However, the family farm remained the basis of Saskatchewan's 

agricultural economy. The experiment into co-operative farming illustrated that the 

alternative method required an extensive revamping of the agricultural system in order to 

become established. In addition, farm members were required to adopt and conform to a 

farming system that relied on all the members for its success. Once established, co-op 

farms showed that voluntary production co-operatives could work. They also demonstrated 

that, under the prevailing conditions, these types of farms were not meant for everyone; 

that they would be embraced and accepted by few people. Ian MacPherson elucidated, 

"[ d]eveloping co-operative farming among people from a highly individualistic 

background proved difficult, regardless of their idealistic intentions. "9 Challenging 

traditional agricultural methods and perceptions required individuals committed to the co-

operative method. John Trew' s conviction, that co-op farming required "a special type of 

person", represents that commitment. 

9 Ian MacPherson, "The C.C.F. and the Co-operative Movement in the Douglas Years: An Uneasy Alliance." 
In J. William Brennan ed., Building the Co-operative Commonwealth. (Regina: University of Regina, 1985), 
190. 



Appendix 1 

Co-operative Farms in Saskatchewan, 1945-1960 

Civilian Co-op Farms 

Algrove - 1946-1971 
Aurous- 1951-1972 
Beaudette - 1951-1978 
Beaver Lodge- 1950-1960 
Beaver River- 1949-1952 
Big Arm- 1950-1961 
Caribou- 1949-1971 
Crescent - 1949-1979 
Etomani- 1952-1971 
Gisi - 1952-1960 
Laurel - 1946-197 4 
Mcintosh- 1945-1950 
Mudie Lake- 1948-1958 
Newhnam- 1949-1960 
North Star- 1950-1975 
Oka - 1950-present 
Orley- 1945-1948 
Pleasantview - 1951-1961 
South Allan - 1951-1964 
Springbank- 1949-1951 
Squaw Creek - 1951-1960 
Sturgis- 1945-1962 
Turner - 1946-1950 
Woody River- 1952-present 

Note: 

Veteran Co-op Farms 

Beechy - 1949-1973 
Fairview- 1949-1955 
Matador - 1946-197 4 
Papikwan- 1951-1955 
Pasquia Hills - 1948-1952 
Pleasant Acres - 1951-1964 
RiverBend- 1947-1959 
Spruce Home- 1948-1955 
Sturdy- 1948-1955 
Sunnydale- 1948-1961 
Willowdale - 1950-1955 
Woodland- 1951-1957 

The dates listed are the official incorporation and dissolution dates as recorded by the 
Department of Co-operation and Co-operative Development. 

There were also two additional co-op farms established among Metis groups at 
Willowbunch and Green Lake. I chose to omit these because they were operated and 
considered as relief projects by the government. 
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Appendix 2 

Methodology of Research 

The research of this topic consisted of two parts: the first, centered on the extensive 
documentation of archival sources located at the Saskatchewan Archives Board. The 
information gathered from the archival sources provided the basis for the majority of the 
paper- the first three chapters. The second research component was based on 
correspondence and personal interviews with people who experienced co-operative 
farming firsthand. That field research was the main basis for chapter four. 

Although the archival research was straightforward, the field research was somewhat more 
difficult to conduct. There were several factors that had to be overcome in order to locate a 
retired co-operative farm member. Firstly, I had to identify the individuals who were 
members on the various co-op farms. These names were present in the extensive files of 
the provincial departments of Agriculture and Co-operation. Lists were compiled for all 
the civilian and veteran farms that formed, along with the locations of the farms. 

The second step, locating the individuals, was then split into the type of co-op farm, 
veteran or civilian. For the veteran farms I contacted the federal Department of Veterans 
Affairs in Saskatoon for help in locating these people. The staff were very helpful, 
however, they would not give me the addresses of the individuals as it would have 
contradicted the privacy act. However, it was suggested that I compose a notice asking for 
assistance in my project along with stamped envelopes. This enabled the staff to send my 
notice to the identified list of individuals without providing me with their addresses. If the 
individuals were interested and willing to participate in my project, they then had to 
contact me. In total, there were approximately 50-60 veterans identified and letters sent to 
them. Of those letters, roughly 25 were returned marked undeliverable, and the rest were 
replies from the individuals or their spouses. Of the number contacted, only a small portion 
were willing or able to participate, 10-20 individuals. They were then sent a copies of the 
questionnaires and, if possible, an interview was set up. Most of the information was 
gathered from correspondence rather than interviews. 

Locating retired civilian co-op farm members consisted of phoning the administration 
offices of the nearest towns to which the farms were located and asking town officials if 
they knew of anyone who had lived on the particular farm. If yes, they forwarded to me the 
address and telephone numbers and I was able to make contact. Many members of civilian 
farms were deceased because they were much older when they organized their co-op farms 
than the veterans. There were about five individuals who were able to assist me who 
experienced life on civilian co-op farms. 

The people who provided me with their personal analysis of co-operative farming were 
invaluable. They experienced life on a co-op farm and their recollections, insights, and 
stories added a touch of humanism to the research that would have been virtually 
impossible to gain from written documents. 
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Appendix 3 

Questionnaire given to the men of a co-op farm. 

• Why did you join this type of farm? 

• Were you familiar with the co-operative principles, or what it would entail to farm co
operatively prior to joining? 

• What do you feel were some of the benefits you received from joining? The drawbacks? 

• What were the objectives of the farm? 

• What were the reasons for grouping the homes? Did you agree of disagree? 

• From the time you joined the farm, did you, at any time, hope to farm individually? 

• What was your reaction to the inequalities your farm faced within the agricultural 
system? 

• What were the factors that led to the dissolution of your co-operative farm? 

• Looking back at your experience on the farm, would you say that it was a positive or 
negative experience in co-operative activity? 

Note: 

The questions were intended to provide information from the perspective of individuals who were 
participants on co-op farms. They are general in nature, and often led to further discussions 
regarding the operations of the farms. The personal viewpoints of the former members were helpful 
in order to gain an understanding of how the farms were perceived by its members. 
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Questionnaire given to the women of a co-op farm 

• What was life like on a co-operative farm? 

• If you were, at one time, on an individual farm hovv was it different being on a co
operative farm? 
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• What role did woman have on your co-operative farm? Did you agree or disagree with 
it? 

• Did you influence your husband, positively or negatively, towards co-operative 
farming? 

• What things could have improved your life on the co-operative farm? 

• Were there disagreements between women on the farm that affected the farm 
community? 

• In retrospect, do you feel that co-operative farming provided a good way of life for 
women? Why or why not? 

• Did you feel that your farm was a community? Explain. 

Note: 

The questions were intended to provide information from the perspective of individuals who were 
participants on co-op farms. They are general in nature, and often led to further discussions 
regarding the role of wmnen on the farms. The personal viewpoints of the fonner participants were 
helpful in order to gain an understanding of how the farms were perceived. 
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