THEME:
Family Life - then and now

OBJECTIVES: 

1. To enable the students to experience the pioneer way of life in an effort to learn about their 

             heritage. 

2. To enable the students to make comparisons between "then" (1920's) and now. 

3. To introduce the students to the subject of "change" and how it is inevitable. 

4. To enable the learner to appreciate and recognize the differences which exist between the life of 

             the pioneers and lifestyles today. MUSEUM AREA: 

VOCABULARY: 

· pioneer

· settlers

· heritage 

· family tree 

· sod home 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

The pioneers of Saskatchewan arrived with little else but what they had in their trunks and what was on their backs. They had to use their resources in order to survive. Life was not comfortable by any means, but it was bearable. The settlers' lives were very much family oriented. All of the work was shared by members of the family and their socializing was always a family affair. In order to make a comparison between family life then and now, let us look at the aspects of pioneer life which are much different than our own in some ways. 

1. The Pioneer Homes 

When the settlers first arrived, their top priority was to build a home. The people on the treeless 

plain built sod homes, or soddies, and those who lived in a wooded area built log homes. 

1.1 Sod Houses

The family shared the responsibility of building the home. The turf or sod was cut in strips, 2 feet wide and 3 inches thick, with a flat spade or axe. The younger members of the family then carried the sod blocks from the field to the place where the house was being built. The sods were arranged and handled like bricks, and when piled on top of each other, made solid walls that kept out heat and cold.

The floor was packed dirt and the interior walls were whitewashed. The roof was supported by poplar poles which were supported by a central ridge pole. Sod was laid shingle-like over the poles for the roof. These soddies provided comfortable, well-insulated homes for the settlers.

1.2 Log Houses

Log shacks were built by pioneers settling in the areas with dense trees. When the land was cleared, the trees were hauled to the cabin site where they were carefully cut and put in place. Once in place, the logs were plastered with mud coatings inside and out and this was covered with whitewash. 

1.3 Frame Houses

Frame houses were built from purchased which had to be hauled to the site of construction. Framework for these houses was similar in construction to the houses of today. The walls consisted of studs and lumber with tarpaper between. 

1.4 Combinations 

Quite often, the pioneer dwellings used a variety of materials in their construction. For example, a combination of logs, plastered with a mixture of straw and sod was used for roofing material. The logs for the walls of the house were chinked with mud. These houses were quite warm in the winter and cool in the summer. 

One pioneer tells of his frame and sod house. "This was a frame house and between studs the wall was filled with earth, which was a mistake. The solid wall drew the frost through and there was more ice inside the house than there was outside." 1
2. Religion

In the very early days, there really wasn’t a segregation of denominations.  Whenever a “circuit-rider” clergyman arrived in a community or a settling, a church service was held either at the meeting house (which was usually the school) or a private home until a proper church could be built.

“The old-time church was a cold cheerless building which the pastor kept warm by delivering a fire-and brimstone sermon that lasted for a least an hour.  Foot warmers were used in the cold pews.  Box stoves were installed in the churches when they became available, and the members of the congregation sitting near these were expected to replenish the fire during the service.” 2
The church was not only a source of spiritual guidance.  It was the center of community life and it provided much of the social life for the pioneer families.The pioneers relied heavily on their spiritual faith.  They had hard times and probably could not have persevered without their faith.  They showed their gratitude and belief in the enthusiasm with which they sang their hymn.

3. Sharing of Duties

The tasks involved in working a homestead were many and varied.  These tasks were shared by all members of the family in order to get everything done and rarely was there much time left over.

A pioneer woman's day started very early and continued until all members of the family were in bed. Her tasks included anything that was remotely related to the kitchen.

The amount of work depended on the time of year. At harvest time there was a large amount of food preparation. The family was responsible for feeding the threshing gang which consisted of as many as thirty men. Also, harvest time was the time for preserving fruits and vegetables from the garden in preparation for the long winter months. 

The men of the family had plenty to do as well but their labours were directed to the farming operations and related activities. The livestock were also their responsibility. The children's duties began at age three with feeding the chickens. This activity was followed closely by well pumping, water carrying, garden weeding, kindling splitting, horse feeding, barn cleaning, and cow catching and milking.

The mother and children often helped the father in the breaking of land, seeding, harvesting and so on. The family spent the vast majority of their time together on the farm, and special events such as church a dance or other social events were welcome diversions from the hard life at home.

When all the work was done for the day and if there was time left, the family might gather around the fire and listen to stories. There wasn't very much leisure time because after a long day of hard work bedtime came early, with morning risings following close behind. 

1“The First Shelter of Early Pioneers” by Kathleen M. Taggart, Saskatchewan History, XI:3:86.

2 “Harness in the Parlor” by Audrey Armstrong, pp. 84-85.

