History of Saskatoon – Audio Script

Objectives:  During this presentation you will learn about how Saskatoon came to be the city you know it as today.  You will see how the land looked before colonization and learn about the people who inhabited the land surrounding what we now call Saskatoon. You will learn of the early hardships and triumphs of our pioneers. And, you will learn how rail lines, location, and other variables can influence the success or failure of growing communities.

Long before Saskatoon became a city, the vast prairie was the home of thousands of buffalo. 

Evidence discovered where Wanuskewin Heritage Park now stands confirms that more than 6,000 years ago the area surrounding Saskatoon was home to the Cree and Dakota-Sioux.

Initially, these people followed the buffalo herds on foot, as the horse did not arrive on the Great Plains until the 17th or 18th  century.  The Cree and Dakota-Sioux were dependent on the herds for clothing, shelter, food, and tools. 

As the population of the buffalo herds dwindled, life on the prairies became increasingly more difficult.  

By 1880, the buffalo were on the verge of extinction and the Cree and Dakota-Sioux peoples had been convinced that life on reservations would be easier.  Life on the prairies had changed.

The Canadian Government wanted to encourage people to settle in the West (what is now Saskatoon and surrounding areas).  To do this, the Government allowed pioneers to settle in groups.  These groups, or colonies, had similar interests and found comfort being close to one another.  The colonies shared religions, beliefs and ways of life.

One of these colonies, The Temperance Colonization Society was organized in 1881 in Toronto, Ontario.  The Temperance Colony wanted to establish a colony in the West that was free of the problems of big city living – poverty and alcoholism.

By 1882, John Lake and a party of men from the Temperance Colonization Society traveled out West by rail and wagon to examine the land set aside for their settlement.  

They contacted Chief Whitecap (Dakota-Sioux)  to learn more about this unfamiliar environment.  Chief Whitecap proved to be a valuable resource, giving Mr. Lake advice about where to establish a ferry crossing.  

Mr. Lake and his party also examined the soil to learn if it would be suitable for farming.  Since most of the settlers would be farmers, it was important that Mr. Lake learn as much about the area as possible.

Mr. Lake ran advertisements in newspapers in eastern Canadian cities, encouraging people to settle out West.  

In 1885, 3 homes in the area were used as field hospitals for soldiers injured in the Reil Rebellion.  One of homes was the Marr Residence and it still stands today.

By 1888, there were only 12 businesses in the area including 3 general stores, a brick hotel, a dressmaker, a tinsmith, the post office and a doctor’s office.

The 5 years following the Reil Rebellion were extremely hard on the settlers.  Drought, early frost, poor crops and isolation from others proved to be unexpected challenges.

In addition, it had been hoped that the river would provide access to the settlement site by steamboat. The river level fluctuated and was often too shallow and the shifting sand bars made boat travel difficult.   As a result, the village of Saskatoon grew slowly.  The first settlers were disappointed but they understood that lack of reliable transportation to the village was a major concern. If there was no way for people to get to the village, how could they expect it to prosper? 

Leaders in the community realized that a railway would help Saskatoon prosper and in 1890 a rail-line was built from Regina through Saskatoon to Prince Albert.  The rail-line was built west of the settlement because the east bank of the river was too steep.  A railway station was built on the west side of the river (opposite the settlement).  The location of this rail station caused a new settlement to be developed on the west side of the river, called West Saskatoon.  The original settlement, called East Saskatoon, was renamed Nutana (first born).  Nutana continued to grow slowly because it still lacked a railroad.  The new settlement, now called Saskatoon, grew quickly because of the easy access provided by the rail-line.

Question:  If the rail line had crossed the river at a different location, what do you think would have happened to the settlement?

Had the rail line crossed the river elsewhere the settlement may have eventually disappeared.  Instead, as time passed, and more people flooded into the area.  

With the train travel new evils arrived.  The first break and enter was reported, the first bar opened and it was no-longer an alcohol free zone, and there was a demand for stores to be open on Sundays

By 1901 Saskatoon became a village, James Wilson was the first Mayor of the Village of Saskatoon.

By 1903 Saskatoon was a town. People were coming from all aver. George and Martha Pilkington emigrated from England to Saskatchewan sometime before 1910.

A new community developed west of the rail-line, called Riversdale, became a village in 1905 but it used all the services provide by Saskatoon since it did not have its own.  In an attempt to meet the growing demands of the three settlements they decided to combine their population of 4500 settlers. 

In 1906, Riversdale, Saskatoon and Nutana were united as one to form the city of Saskatoon.  James Clinkskill became the first mayor of Saskatoon.

1908 through to 1914 proved to be the boom years. Saskatoon was like a “Chicago on the Prairies”   Buildings were going up all over the place. The population continued to grow and life was good. 

The years of 1914-1918 were the years of the Great War.  Many of the students and staff who attended Nutana Collegiate went off to defend freedom.  For students and staff members who did not return from war, Nutana Collegiate purchased various  artwork to hang in memory of the sacrifice’s that were made for the freedoms we enjoy today.  The University of Saskatchewan Memorial Gates were built in 1928 to honor U of S faculty, staff and students who died in the Great War.

As the years passed by Saskatoon continued to grow. Citizens celebrated important events together.  New businesses went up, new services were provided and the rest they say – is history.

Musical slide show to follow.

