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Alberta’s Grain Elevators
Hans Huizinga

As the dust settles on another rural community in Alberta it
is not only from the drought stricken farmlands but also from the
remnants of the last elevator in this area crushed under the bull-
dozer’s treads. Closed grain elevators have become the tomb-
stone symbols of dying towns. These wood cribbed structures
clad in metal or wood siding proudly proclaimed the name of the
town. They served as a hub of the commerce of the community.
Now their demolition comes
in the name of progress —
bigger is better.

The early transportation
of grain in Canada was in
bags and picked up from flat
warehouse sheds along the
rail lines. The invented use
of scoops on a continuous
belt inside a leg of a wood
cribbed storage  tower
allowed the bulk transfer of
grain and saved vast labour
costs and time. The “stan-
dard” elevator originated in
1881 in Gretna, Manitoba by
the W. W. Ogilvie Milling
Co.* along the transportation
system of the CPR.

Alberta’s grain move-
ment history started in
Strathcona, now an
Edmonton district, in 1896
with the construction of the Gillespie Flour Mill elevator. Many
elevator companies followed the rail lines of the Canadian
Pacific, Canadian Northern, and Grand Trunk Pacific construct-
ing their elevator towers in competition with each other through
rural Alberta communities creating the elevator rows.The
Elevators were constructed on leased land from the railway in a
siding next to the watertower or at every second watertower
which had a station and coaling facility. These were about 8 to 10
miles apart due to the limited water capacity of the early 4-4-0
steam locomotives along the railway lines. The railways deter-
mined the station locations on the prairies, most often the name
of the town and its layout on their land.? These became hubs of
commercial grain activity, competing for the farmer’s business,
designating towns and hamlet with its names, became the sym-

Grain elevators at Rowley

bols for the western prairie landscape. The largest number in
Alberta was reached by 1929 with 1755 of the 5,155 elevators
doting the prairie provinces.® A row of five or more different
company elevators along a siding was not uncommon. As private
companies were combined and Pools absorbed other companies
the numbers started to decrease, but the size of the elevator com-
plex increased with the additions of many annexes. From the
standard 25,000 to 30,000 bushel capacity one elevator could
contain up to 200,000 bushels.

The system worked well for the farm community and pro-
vided our grain consumer countries with a high quality reliably
shipped product. But changes were underway. The abolishment
of the protective Crow shipping rate, the abandonment of now
‘unprofitable rail lines, and the move to larger bulk trucking units
all combined to spell the doom of the country elevator.

In the pursuit of investor dividend returns, the elevator com-
panies closed the smaller labour intensive elevator and con-
structed the massive ‘economical’ complexes in strategic loca-

tions. The sloping

concrete  Buffalo
elevator and the
concrete  multiple

silo now serve the
farmer who has the
grain delivered via a
truck trailer and pup
in a 20,000 bushel
capacity haul. The
wood cribbed eleva-
tors are closing and
demolished. When
the rail goes, the
elevator closes; or
the company closes
the elevator forcing
the farmers to deliv-
er to the 'big' centers
taking their con-
sumer business with
them.

Can grain
elevators be saved?
In communities like St. Albert, Rowley, Nanton, Leduc, Meeting
Creek, Radway and many more, these commercial structures
have been preserved by local organizations.

Sometimes it takes only one voice to halt Continued Page 3
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Grain Elevators Continued from Page 1

the progress of the demolition bulldoz-
er and preserve this western Canadian
heritage. This person with a vision is
able to galvanize community support,
convince the Grain Companies and the
land owning railways for time to gather
the funds to purchase the historic grain
transfer facility and property, securing
its protected status.

These groups and other people
interested in the grain elevator preser-
vation have linked into a network of
mutual support called the “Alberta
Grain Elevator Society” or AGES for
short.* The organization is able to
share experiences and expertise, col-
lect data on elevators. It hopes to pro-
vide help with the dealing with codes,
bureaucratic red tape and development
of a guideline to the requirements of
preservation procedures. Various re-
adaptive uses, and possible interpreta-
tion programs are shared to link
together into a theme development of
the Grain Elevator Trail. The flat
prairie landscape was dotted with the
elevator signposts indicating, towns
and life. As these structures are
demolished, the lights go out in the
towns.  These western Canadian
heritage commercial landmarks need a
voice for preservation, and protection.
With the recent February 14 demoli-
tion of the Trochu United Grain

Bellis grain elevator at Ukrainian Village (above)
Grain being dumped from wagon into elevator (below)

All photos Hans Huizinga

Growers elevator the remaining number of woodies is down
to 157.°

As the wooden Grain Elevators disappear, so does the
visual sign post of the town or village. Railways are not in
favour of empty elevators in their land. Insurance cost and
maintenance cost force the Grain corporations into demolition
for they too do not actively support these historical monu-
ments. Our landscape is changing back to the empty prairies.

1) "The Elevator in Alberta”, Everitt, John; 1992 Alberta
History Mag. Pg 18.

2) "History of Canadian National Railways", Stevens, G. R.;
1973, pg. 187

3) "The Elevator in Alberta" (part two), Everitt, John: 1993
Alberta History Mag. Pg 24.

4) The Alberta Grain Elevator Society, see web site:
www.grain elevators-alberta.ca

5) 'Vanishing Sentinels', Pearson, Jim; Feb. 16, 2009, email

(editor s note: Hans Huizinga restored the wooden box car,
originally from the Museum, now located at the Ukrainian
Village and seen in the photo above)
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Thefts from Silk Train

Alan Vanterpool

The railways were always very concerned about the possibility
of the theft of bales of silk from silk trains en route. The bales con-
tained many hanks of raw silk fibre and weighed about 130 pounds:
they measured 36” x 24” x 18.” The value of one bale on the com-
mercial market approximated the average annual income of a work-
ing man. Silk trains, carrying over $2 million worth of silk were not
all that uncommon.

Consequently, ta number of measures were taken to reduce threat:

1. They insured the cargo to their own account. This cost around 6%
of the value of the cargo calculated hourly, and was perhaps the
greatest single reason for the traditional high speed of these trains;

2. The railways provided armed guards, often their own railway
police, while in the US *“special agents” were sometimes hired.
Especially in the US, there was sometimes a guard in the locomotive,
one in the accommodation coach and two in each car loaded with silk;
3. The high speed of the trains discouraged attempts en route; and,
4. Within a given sub-division silk trains stopped only for water,
and at the crew change point. At the latter location there were lots
of employees around, making access to the loaded cars difficult.
At night, the area was often well illuminated. There were usually
two or three places in each sub-division where water was picked
up, but potential thieves would have difficulty in finding out
which one would be used.

It has been stated that no transcontinental silk train was ever
robbed.* No records were found of Canadian silk trains being robbed
or of any US trains west of Chicago. The market for raw silk in these
areas was inconsequential, Most silk was bound for the New York
City area, with less than 10% of the total going to Chicago and
Indianapolis.

However, in the area between Chicago and New York City,
stolen silk could find a ready market and successful attempts were
made to steal it. In fact, within a 200 mile radius of New York City
there were around 500 silk mills, some of the owners of which were
not beyond engaging in larceny.

The earliest report found of theft from a transcontinental silk
train took place in 1909 in Indiana. It was believed that the thieves
were railway employees or former employees. They probably
entered the silk cars through their end doors, when the train was
stopped at a crew change point. They bided their time until the train
had to slow down while climbing a steep grade, and where there was
a road alongside the railway track. The car doors were opened and
the loot thrown on the right of way, where it was picked up by con-
federates. It was carried to the road and loaded aboard a horse-drawn
wagon. Unfortunately for the thieves the Lake County sheriff was
riding along this particular road at night and spotted a team of hors-
es tethered to a tree. Upon further investigation he saw men carrying
large packages. He commanded them to stop, but they ran away 2. A
similar theft had occurred earlier, near Valparaiso IN 2.

In the annual report of the Silk Association of America in the
spring of 1920, it was mentioned that a new form of silk theft was
occurring — namely thefts from transcontinental “silks” *. Several of
these occurred in the first half of 1920. They were all on the New
York Central Railroad and involved raw silk in transit from the
Vancouver wharf, to New York City *

(i) January 21, 32 bales valued at $85,000 consigned to William
Guerin & Co.;
(ii) January 27, 71 bales valued at $170,000 consigned to Mitsui

& Co.;

(iii) February 13, 83 bales valued at $198,000 consigned to
Shibakama Co.; and,

(iv) April 8, 121 bales valued at $218,000 consigned to E. Gerli
& Co*.

These thefts were part of a very large operation where over $6 mil-
lion worth of goods were stolen from moving trains. Forty-eight per-
sons were arrested, some of whom were railway employees, while
some of the others were owners of silk and woolen mills.

It should be noted that silk prices were at their highest ever —
over $20 per pound — in the first few months of 1920. This could
have been a partial cause of these robberies.

A year later, some thieves near White Plains NY robbed a New
York Central “silk” in transit ¢. In 1922, another New York Central
silk train in transit was robbed at Poughkeepsie NY .

No reports of silk train robberies have been found after 1922. By
this time the Silk Association of America had introduced a number of
security measures, and there was greater co-operation amongst the
various police forces involved.

The transcontinental silk trains appear to have terminated in either
Hoboken NJ or New York City. The silk was unloaded from trains and
stored in warehouses under customs supervision ®. It was released from
customs when it was purchased by a silk processor.

Many pieces of silk had to be moved four or five times from one
processor to another between the warehouses and retail outlets. It was
much easier to rob individual railway cars and trucks, involved in these
transfers, than it was to rob the transcontinental trains.

End Notes.

(1) B. Webber, “Silk Trains. The Romance of Canadian Silk Trains
or the “Silks.””, World Wide Works Publications, Kelowna, BC,
1993.

(2) Sheboygan Press, November 3, 1909. Interestingly this report
was printed in a Wisconsin newspaper many miles west of the scene
of the theft. The name of the railway involved, and whether the
thieves were arrested and convicted was not recorded.

(3) New York Times, March 25, 1920

(4) ibid, June 8,1920. The silk on these trains had been carried by
the CPR from the Vancouver wharf to Prescott ON. It was then fer-
ried across the St. Lawrence River to Ogdensburg NY where it was
picked up by the NYCRR.

(5) Most silk was consigned to banks or brokerage houses which
had loaned the funds to pay for the silk in transit. The business of the
Guerin Company is unknown. But unusually, the other three compa-
nies purchased raw silk in Japan and had it shipped to New York
where they sold it to processors. Gerli was American owned. After
the silk market collapsed in the USA in 1929 the Japanese
Government stepped into the Japanese end of the business. As a
result, from the early 1930°s until silk imports to the USA ceased in
the summer of 1941, most of the raw silk in transit from Japan to the
USA was owned by Japanese firms.

(6) New York Times, September 25, 1921.

(7) Chicago Daily Tribune, April 3, 1922.

(8) There was no customs duty on raw silk but US Customs required
silk to be transported in bond, and only released it when it was pur-
chased by a silk processing firm. Such a bond often amounted to $2
million — the cost of which was another significant charge on the rail-
way companies’ tariff. For much of the 1920’s this amounted to $9
per hundred pounds divided among all the railways involved in
transcontinental silk runs. © Alan Vanterpool

THE MARKER - JULY 2009

3




Alberta Railway Museum hits middle age
41st season commenced May 2009

The Alberta Railway Museum’s 41st year kicked off on the
Saturday of Victoria Day long weekend. CN F7 locomotive
6514 pulled the train consist of baggage car and coach. The
weather cooperated and a fine time was had by all. An
additional boost was gained from a short segment on
Global TV news.

Father’s Day weekend was also busy. We hosted the
Children’s Heart Foundation on Saturday, and Dads had
free admission on Sunday, when accompanied by their
kids. In a few cases we had grandfathers, accompanied by
their sons, and the grandchildren, for a three generation
visit to the Museum

Passengers onboard enjoying the ride, including Keith Reed (blue
hat) and his grandson. Keith is the proprietor of
100-year-old Johnny's Store at Namao and also lends a hand
with the 4H Club BBQs

Above: Waiting for the train at 100 year old St. Albert Station
Below: CN 6514 pulls into the station for the first run of the season

The 4H Club BBQ attracts Museum patrons and volunteers

Passengers enjoy Father’'s Day on our shady speeder trailer
Photos Stephen Yakimets
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