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Between the years 1870 and 1920, European settlers 
changed the Western prairies forever. 

Aboriginal peoples, who had inhabited the area for 
thousands of years, were swept aside in only a few 
generations. In their place came immigrants from all over 
the world. 

The open grasslands were ploughed under and gave way to 
wheat fields and the tens of millions of bison that once 
roamed freely were mostly gone by the 1870s. 

Along the railway, towns popped up, almost overnight.



2

Canadian Pacific Railway:  1890

Native Peoples of the Plains

Several native cultures had 
successfully adapted to the 
environment of the West by the 
time that the Europeans arrived. 

There were five major groups. 
Ojibwa, 
Cree, 
Assiniboine, 
Blackfoot, Piegan, and Blood, 
Chipewyan

Native Peoples

Aboriginals of the Plains underwent an extraordinary 
upheaval in a very short period of time. While the fur trade 
brought new prosperity, the killing of larger numbers of bison 
threatened a way of life that had supported them for some 
10,000 years. 

As more animals were killed for food and then for a market 
for buffalo robes in the United States, the numbers reached 
dangerously low levels. In one year alone, about 100,000 bison 
were slaughtered.
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Buffalo Skullsµ

By the 187oõs
By the 1870s, the bison had almost disappeared. Many Aboriginal 
groups were reduced to starvation. 

Their only hope of survival was to rely on aid from the Canadian 
government. 

One by one, the western tribes signed treaties and turned over rights to 
their land in return for small parcels of land (called reserves), food, and 
small annual payments of money. 

Within a generation, the proud, independent western tribes were 
confined to reserves, every aspect of their lives controlled.
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Manitoba Revisited

Canada purchased rights to the Northwest from the Hudson Bay Company 
in 1870. 

The Metisfeared that their rights to own land and sit in the government 
would not be honored by the Canadians. Their resistance, under Louis 
Riel, led to the Red River Rebellion and the North-West Rebellion.

The result of the Red River Rebellion was the formation of the West's 
first province, Manitoba, in 1870. Many Metis, fearful that they would 
have no place in the new province, left Red River and moved farther west 
to Saskatchewan (site of the Northwest Rebellion).

Northwest Mounted Police

The Mounties

North-West Mounted Police

To support its claim to the West and to keep good relations with Aboriginal people, 
the Canadian government formed the North-West Mounted Police in 1873. 

The óMountiesôplayed an important role in the history of the West. Rival traders, 
including many American whisky traders, moved onto the prairies after the HBC 
lost the right to keep them out. 

This led to a brief period of lawlessness, which ended when the NWMP arrived. 

They also performed many other duties, including delivering mail, collecting taxes, 
and providing medical services.
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North-West
Mounted Police 

Western Migration

The West was changed forever by the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway at 
Winnipeg in 1882. It pushed on past Calgary by 1883. 

Canada now had a way to move settlers to the prairies. Most of the land was free, 
costing only a $10 fee for registration. 

Settlers were given full ownership after three years, provided that they had 
ploughed and planted some of their land and had built a shelter. 

Extra land could also be bought for only $1 per acre.

Slow Settlement

Despite the railway and free land, settlement was very slow. 

Canada simply was not well-known to Europeans, and immigrants chose the United 
States, Australia, South America, and other places ahead of the Canadian West. 

The only groups to come in large numbers were Mennonites, Icelanders, and French 
Canadians. These groups provided a flow of immigrants, but not the flood that the 
Canadian government had hoped for. 

The only area that was successfully settled was the foothills region of present-day 
Alberta. The cattle trade prospered on the rangelands that had once fed the bison.
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1898-Division of the Territories

The Northwest Territories were split into districts: 
Mackenzie
Keewatin
Ungava
Franklin
Yukon

In 1898, the Yukon becomes its own territory, separate from 
the NWT.

The Flood Tide
The period from 1897 to 1930 is one 
of the most dramatic in Canadian 
history. 

The population of the West exploded, 
from 400,000 to 2.4 million. 

A vast agricultural society was 
settled on the plains which was made 
up of people of strikingly different 
origins.

What caused this change?




