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Family history research on the Canadian prairies is different from research in other areas 

of Canada, for a couple of reasons. The Prairies were settled later than the provinces to the east 

and west, and the sources we use include ones unique to the region. 

 

Some websites should always be checked when doing research in Canada because they 

are free and comprehensive. They include Library and Archives Canada, FamilySearch, and 

CanGenealogy, a link site for Canadian family history research. 

 

One of the most important sources is the Canadian census, and even though it is a 

national undertaking, it is different on the Prairies because of counts taken in addition to the 

regular Canada-wide ones. The extra enumerations that are open to research date from 1906 to 

1926. For 1926, check the Library and Archives Canada website. These enumerations were 

designed to capture information about the drastic population changes in the region. Since 1951, 

national census enumerations have been held every five years.) 

 

The 1931 national census is due for release in June. It shows 2,353,529 people in the 

three Prairie provinces, a slight increase from the 2,067,393 recorded in 1926. Saskatchewan had 

more people than the other two provinces, and throughout the Prairies, more people lived in rural 

areas than in urban ones. Check CanGenealogy for updates and tips on using this census. 

 

One superb resource is the Peel’s Prairie Provinces website, based at the University of 

Alberta. It has thousands of scanned documents, including directories, newspapers, and 

publications about the Prairies before 1953. Its roots can be traced to 1946, when Edmonton 

librarian Bruce Braden Peel started a card file of Western Canadiana titles. Peel’s work was 

eventually published as A Bibliography of the Prairie Provinces. 

 

A second edition, published in the 1970s, prompted an ambitious project to photograph 

more than 4,000 publications identified by Peel. These were reproduced on microfiche and 

distributed to major libraries. Today those images, along with many thousands more, are on the 

Peel’s Prairie Provinces website. It has tremendous coverage, is fully searchable, and is free. 

 

Most university libraries have undertaken major digitization projects. One worth 

special note is Digital Collections on the University of Calgary website. It contains material from 

Our Future, Our Past, also known as the Alberta Heritage Digitization Project, which was a 

leading resource in the first decade of this century. The goal was to provide free, online access to 

cultural and heritage materials. Today, the collection includes newspapers from 1885 and later, 

local histories, legal documents, historic photographs, the Glenbow Library and Archives, and 

much more. 

https://library-archives.canada.ca/eng
https://www.familysearch.org/en/
http://www.cangenealogy.com/
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1926/Pages/search.aspx
http://www.cangenealogy.com/
http://peel.library.ualberta.ca/index.html
https://digitalcollections.ucalgary.ca/


Other universities have also been local leaders in digitization projects, so look at 

university collections closer to your areas of interest. University libraries and local archives have 

also worked together on several larger projects, such as Saskatchewan History Online and Wish 

You Were Here, a collection of Saskatchewan postcards. 

 

For many people, one of the most important resources for research on the Prairies will be 

the array of early newspapers available on Newspapers.com, Newspaperarchive.com, the Peel 

collection, and on local sites. Newspapers will provide information on the communities they 

serve, and will note major changes in rail service – vital to the local economy – as well as 

accidents. Newspapers available online include Saskatoon Star Phoenix, Regina Leader-Post, 

Calgary Herald, Edmonton Journal, and Winnipeg Free Press. 

 

All three Prairie provinces have placed vital statistics indexes on the internet. All three 

have problems of one sort or another, but it is better to have imperfect databases than have none. 

Registration documents can be obtained from each province; the speed of delivery varies widely. 

These indexes have been duplicated on Ancestry.ca; you can search there by database, or use a 

more general search to cover all three provinces at one time. 

 

Directories are available online for most urban areas. Coverage varies; English-speaking 

people of British descent are most likely to be included. Farmers in Manitoba were listed in 

alphabetical order, along with the land descriptions of their farms, in several directories 

published in the late 1800s. Virtually all directories published on the Prairies to 1953 are 

available online or on microform. Check CanGenealogy.com for comprehensive lists. Printed 

copies are available through archives and university libraries. Early directories often included 

references to the legal land descriptions of communities. These can be used to determine which 

village was close to the ancestral farm. 

 

Federal voters lists are available from 1935 through 1979. They are not as 

comprehensive as census returns, but they still represent a powerful source of information. They 

are on Ancestry and also available on microfilm, but be warned that searches will need to be 

done by electoral district, and then within individual lists in each district. When a person is 

found, though, the list will confirm their location and occupation – which could trigger further 

digging. Ancestry’s indexing does not cover all years, so if you do not find the people of interest 

to you in searches, you will need to search page by page. (Kind of the way we used to do it!) 

 

Local histories are available for most rural communities. These books can be superb 

sources for researching area residents, as they will include maps, photographs and biographies. 

(Warning: The information in them is only as good as the information provided to the volunteer 

compilers.) Histories published in Alberta around 1980 are among the best, because the 

provincial government provided grants to local history committees – and to qualify for a grant, 

the book had to include an index. Many local histories are available on the internet, but you 

might need to find a printed copy. University libraries have large collections, as does the 

AbeBooks book site. 

 

The railways promoted the advantages of living on the Prairies. Their work included 

surveys of settlers, and the positive comments were compiled into publications extolling the 

https://library.usask.ca/uasc/digital-projects/Sask%20History%20Online.php
https://library.usask.ca/uasc/digital-projects/wish-you-were-here.php
https://library.usask.ca/uasc/digital-projects/wish-you-were-here.php
https://www.newspapers.com/
https://www.newspaperarchive.com/
http://peel.library.ualberta.ca/index.html
http://www.cangenealogy.com/
https://www.abebooks.com/


benefits of the region. The federal government also issued publications encouraging settlement, 

with several editions of a promotional magazine called The Last Best West. Copies of many of 

these publications have been included in the Peel’s Prairie Provinces digital collection. Search 

the bibliography for “what settlers say” to find several examples. 

 

Air photos and maps give us a chance to better understand geography. Many websites 

have historic maps that will help researchers develop a better understanding of their areas of 

interest. Look for a variety of date ranges to make it easier to track changes over the years. Aerial 

photographs were produced for the provincial governments, and date from the 1930s and later. 

Older ones might show buildings erected by ancestors, and might give an indication of roads, 

schools, and more – all factors which have an impact on the lives lived. The most complete 

online collection is for Alberta. 

 

Indexes to homestead records in Alberta and Saskatchewan are on the internet, courtesy 

of genealogical societies. The Library and Archives Canada website has a database of land grants 

– records of successful homesteaders, but not those who failed to meet the requirements to obtain 

the land, or who simply gave up. A database of people who bought land from the Canadian 

Pacific Railway is also available. 

 

Saskatchewan homesteads were indexed by the Saskatchewan Genealogical Society in 

the early 2000s. The database is now on the Provincial Archives of Saskatchewan website, and 

some entries have links to relevant documents. 

 

Ancestry.ca has Alberta homestead records from 1870 to 1930. It includes the names of 

about 200,000 people who applied for homesteads in Alberta under the Dominion Lands Act, 

with links to the relevant files. Some individual files for Alberta are on the Internet Archive site. 

 

Once land had been surveyed and declared available for settlement, individuals could 

apply for 160 acres, which measured roughly one-half mile by one-half mile. They would pay a 

$10 application fee to file for the land. If these individuals occupied the land for at least three 

years and made specified improvements, including building a house and barn, fencing, breaking 

the soil and harvesting crops, they could be granted full title. 

 

File contents vary, but will usually include basic biographical information such as name, 

age, place of birth, former place of residence, date of entry on the land and marital status. Note 

that only about a dozen settlers filed for homesteads in Alberta before 1880, and meaningful 

migration to that district did not begin until after the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway 

in 1885. 

 

The Internet Archive has a series of atlases, called Cummins Maps, that show landowners 

in the early 1920s. Finding your location of interest will take a bit of trial and error. There are 

four volumes: Alberta, Western Saskatchewan, Eastern Saskatchewan and Manitoba. The second 

page of three of the volumes includes guides to the townships; for Western Saskatchewan, check 

the second page of the Eastern Saskatchewan volume.  

 

https://library-archives.canada.ca/eng
https://www.saskarchives.com/collections/land-records/homestead-files-saskatchewan-archives/pre-1930-homestead-file-series-s-42
https://www.ancestry.ca/
https://archive.org/details/N029900/
https://archive.org/details/N029901
https://archive.org/details/N029902
https://archive.org/details/N029903


Land descriptions show section, township, range and meridian, and should be read 

from right to left. (A reference to a quarter-section is sometimes shown before the section.) 

This map provides a quick guide to the location of meridians, the first factor to consider: 

 

The meridian is a north-south line, surveyed astronomically to the true north, which slices 

the Prairies into segments. The range number starts fresh at every meridian, counting off 36-

square-mile units of land (known as townships) on an east-west line.  

 

The next number refers to the township. The township number locates the township on a 

south-north line, starting in the south. T1 is on the Canada-United States boundary, T2 starts six 

miles north of the boundary, and so on. A township is made up of 36 one-mile-square parcels 

known as sections. These are stacked in rows of six. 

 

Sections are further divided into four quarter-sections, or “quarter” for short. A quarter is 

160 acres, more or less, and measures roughly half a mile by half a mile. This amount of land 

was the basic homestead. A quarter is identified by its location within a section – for example, 

NE ¼. 
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