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ABSTRACT

Between 1870 and 1914 Canada's prairies were settled by thousands
of farmers, many from overcrowded Ontario. While the Ontario farmer
has been the protagonist in much Canadian fiction, often being por-
trayed as .a tyrannical patriarch, he has seldom been examined as an
individual in historical writing. Agricultural history rooted in pol-
itical economy and economic history presents the farmer as an anonymous
figure contributing to collective statistics about costs, yields, and
averages under cultivation. Like the fiction, the historical literature
sees the farmer as victim, subject to a myriad of larger environmental
and economic forces over which he has little control.

In the career of Almon James Cotton (1858-1942), we have the
opportunif} to follow the agricultural strategy of an effective and
articulate prairie farmer.! Cotton is one of the few farmers in early
Manitoba %or whom extensive financial records and personal papers are
available. 1In his early years in the West, at Treherne, Manitoba,
between 1888 and 1902, Cotton established himself by exploiting leased
land, combining good fortune, above-average farming practices, and
conStant expansion of his acreage under cultivation to become known as
Manitoba's Wheat King. Detailed analysis of Cotton's surviving account
books makes it possible to follow the gradual process by which Cotton
achieved his success, providing a case study illuminating the long-
standing debate over the costs of establishing a prairie farm. At
the turn of the century, with four sons to establish on farms of their
own, Cotton shifted from tenancy to land ownership, purchasing 3,000
acres in the newly-opened Swan River Valley.

In the Swan River Valley, Cotton turned patriarch and squire, per-




haps enabling him to avoid the alienation which beset many farmers.

He had not only to improve his land but to take the lead in the build-
ing of roads, bridges, schools, churches, and even towns. He became
briefly involved in provincial politics, running in 1903 for the
Manitoba Legislature on a combined Temperance-Liberal ticket. But
Cotton found politics unsatisfying, and lavished far more attention

on correspondence with over 2,000 potential newcomers to the region,
serving as an unpaid agent of the Department of Immigration. He
became a’spokesman for the successful prairie farmer, sharing in
criticism of the eastern establishment and boosting the region in a

variety of ways.
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INTRODUCTION

Between 1870 and 1914, Canada's prairie provinces
were settled by thousands of farmers. They cahe from all
corners of the worlid, but one of the major sources was the
overpopulated farming districts of éentraT Canada, particu-
larly Onfario. The Ontario»farmer on the prairies has beenr
the protagonist in a good deal of Canadian fiction, especi-
ally in the early days of realism;.but he has sé]doh been
examined as an individual in historical writ%ng. We have
had a good many studies of the prairie farmer as a group,
but few of the historical equiva]ents of the characters in
the novels of ,Robert Stead and Fredefick}Phi]fp Grove. In
paré this neglect results from én absence of source'materia];
few pioneer farmers had the time or the inclination necessary
to make possible a biographical approach. In part the neg-
lect follows from the larger-than-life fictional characters,
for it has often seemed that real farmers led much less
interesting lives than'those created by the novelists. One
farmer whose records have survived, and whose career did have
some Qimension to it was Almon James Cotton, known in his
time as Manitoba's "Wheat King." Cotton was not only a high-

1y successful farmer who regarded himself as a self-made man,
‘but 1ike his fictional counterparts he built a dynasty in the

Swan River Valley region of Manitoba. His 1ife tells us much




about thé development of prairie agriculture and settlement
in the formative years of the West.

Two distinct sources shape our prevailing images of
the farmer in the early yearsvof western expansion. One
source, rooted in a long tradition of political economy and
economic histéry, presents the farmer as an anonymous figure
contributing to collective statistics about costs, yields,
and acreages under cultivation. Often portrayed as a vic-
tim, the farmer is subjected to a myriad of larger environ-
mental and economic forces over which he has Tittle control.
To a Eonsiderab]e extent, this image was one advanéed and
‘perpetuated by the farmers themselves through their various
movements of protest. This study of . A. J. Cotton, by con-
centrating on .the life of one'fgrmer,,enab]es us to see
him not in the abstract, but as a concrete personality,
one whonmakes decisions as well as being acted upon by
the outside world. |

Born in Ontario, Cotton had farmed there without marked
success before removing to Treherne, Manitoba, in 1888. - Be-
tween 1888 and 1900, Cotton Taid the foundations of his repu-
tation as an effective farmer. While much has been written
in recent years about the minimal amounts of capital necess-
ary to establish a prairie farm, little is known about the
subsequent behaviour of farmers who did achieve success. A.
J. Cotton had a deliberate strategy, based upon tenancy of
virgin prairie land. <Close analysis of his account books for

the period 1888-1900 enable us to follow his steady progress




and ultimate emergence as one of Manitoba's leading farmers,
a product of good fortune, above-average farming practices,
and constant expansion of his acreage under cultivation. By
1898 Cotton was ready to move into a new phase of his career,
as large landholder, leading citizen, and founder of a family
dynasty in the Swan River Valley.

The move to'Swan River takes us to the other source
of the image of the farmer, one rooted in the imaginative
Titerature of the prairie West. This source is more ambiva-
lent about the forces to which the‘farmef is subject, some-
times seeing him triumphing over them and often being sub-
merged by them. The literary image, however, does offer
the farmer some sort of humanity in terms of his relation-
" ship with his family. The result is not a]Ways positive.
As one cfitic has put it, the farmer in much western fiction
is .

the "prairie patriarch" filled with
the righteousness of his own purpose, but
in fact a land-hungry, work-intoxicated
tyrant. The farm women are subjugated,
‘culturally and emotionally starved, and
filled with a smouldering rebellion.

2
Characters like Caleb Gare in Martha Ostenso's Wild Geese,

Gander Stake in Robert Stead's Grain, and Abe Spalding in

F. P. Grove's Fruits of the Earth, provide a powerful evoca-
tion of the prairie farmer.3 |

While the two images of anonymous farmer and Titerary



protagonist are not often juxtaposed; since political econ-
omists and critics of fiction inhabit different world, they
are not so much conflicting as complementary. Unable to con-
trol either nature or the impersonal economic forces of the
external world, the fictional farmer sublimates his sensé of
a1ieqation in an attempt to dominate the one aspect of his
1ife over which he can exercfse power?! his "family. "Prairie
ﬁwriters have developed a variety of vers{ons of this central
theme.4 On one level, A. J. Cotton represents a real life-
embodiment of both images. He was subjected to the imperson-
al forces, and he did consciously set out to make himseTf

the patriarch of a dynasty. But care must be exercised not
to turn Cotton into little more than a mechanically representa-
tive figure.

While Cotton did struggle with forces beyohd his con-
trol, occasionally perceiving them as such, he also managed
to turn some of those forces to his advantage. And whi]é
Cotton exhibits traits drawn from Caleb Gare, Gander Stake,
and Abe Spalding, he was neither introspective nor alienated.
He turned to building a dynasty not because of his dissatis-
faction with achievements on the land, but because their
success made possible a new life with different goals. Cot-
ton was never swept up in “"the turbulent tide of Mammonism"

the phrase is Robert Stead's in The Homesteaders - nor did

he suffer the "depersonalizing effect of mechanization, the
alienating effect of 1ndustria1ization.“5 He never became

captured by the machine age, allowing his farm to be domin-



ated by labour-saving machinery. If he exploited various
members of his family as a labour force, he was also gener-
ous and loyal to them, -a true paternalist rather than a
tyrant. Houses and machines are often employed by the
novelists as symbols and metaphors for alienation. Unlike
Abe Spalding's edifice, A. J. Cotton's housing was modest
and unpretentious, eveﬁ invhis dynastic peridd. Moreover,
Cotton had é positive attitude toward the land, and even
after he no longer worked it actively, he revelled in the
pleasures of the farmer's kitchen garden.6 Cotton was no
saint, and he is no more - or less - typical than any of
the fictional characters. But hi§‘career, especially in
Swan-Rﬁver, offers a somewhat Tess negative version of the
prairie patriarch. - _ : R

| The difference between A. J. Cotton and the fictional
patriarchs may 1ie in the way in which Cotton developed
his life. He did not attempt dynastic pretensions until he
had become successful. And he turned for his pretensions to
one of the last manageable frontiers in the Canadian WEst
In his mid- fort1es, Cotton turned his back on a southern
Manitoba where he might well have found himself subjected
to the alienating conditions outlined by both the economic
historians and the novelists. Instead, he moved to new
territory and new involvements. Perhaps he escaped from
the "modern trend" of running "the farm like a factory" by
removing to Swan River.7 Perhaps such an action was merely

avoiding the inevitable. But for Cotton it worked. 1In



Swan River he became involved in politics, in the petty
details of improving the amenities of his district, and in
"boosting" both the West in general and Swan River in partic-
ular.

One of the most interesting aspects of Cotton's activi-
ties in Swan River'was his considerable correspondence with
prospective newcomers to the Canadian West. As an unpaid
agent for the Commission of Immigration, in the early years
of the century Cotton wrote to nearly 2,000 intending settlers,
answering their queries and offering them advice. In most
cases Cotton talked in generalities and cliches, but he did
serve as a real-1ife i]iustfation of a farmer who had been
successful, and none of his letters jndicated any sense of
alienation from his environment. Cotton was an enthusiastic
believer in the West, and he communicated his commitment to
his correspondents. Enthusiasm and commitment, as well as
a definite quality of adaptation and personal growth, make
Cotton a sympathetic figure. Togethér with his undoubted
success as a working farmer, these qualities make A. J.
Cotton's Tife and career worth examihing in some detail.

The pages which follow attempt to-understand Cotton and

place him in the context of his times.
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CHAPTER I: IN THE BEGINNING

Almon James Cotton was born near Port Granty, Ontario,
on the north shore of Lake Ontario, in 1858. Cotton's
grandfather John Cotton had emigrated to Upper Canada with
his wife and family in 1838 from Bude in Cornwall, England.’
John Cotton and his brother William, who had begun farming
in the Port Hope area in 1836, were among the flood of Eng-
1ish settlers who had entered Upper Canada in the 1&830s.
John Cotton settled on fifty acres in Clarke Township in
Durham County. Almon James was the illegitimate child of
John Cotton's Qaughter Emma, and like many such offspring in
the nineteenth century, he was raised by his grandparénts.
Although brought up on a farm, A. J. (as he became known)
went to work for the railroad upon leaving school, probably
because there seemed l1ittle future on his family's holdings,
a typical situation for all but eldest sons in the older
parts of Ontario and undoubtedly exacerbated by the manner
of his birth.2 The agricultural Tands of the province were
desperately overpopulated by the 1870s and 1880s, and younger
members of farm families were forced to migrate elsewhere or
leave farming in order to become established. Most of John
Cotton's offspring seem to have remained in the immediate
area, but four of William Cotton's five children ultimately
moved to the United States and the remaining one settled in

industrial Hamilton. A. J. achieved sufficient success to




justify marriage, and on 22 June 1880 he married Louise
Ford, the daughter of John Gay Ford, a farmer of Little
‘Britain, Ontario.> 1In 1881 old John Cotton died, and the-
young couple took over his fifty-acre farm, renting it
from A. J.'s uncle Henry Cotton fof $25 per annum.4 Fifty
acres was hardly enough land upon which to prosper, but if
was a start in life. -
The records begun by A. J. Cotton on 23 February
1881, when he "commenced business for himself," show that
in his first year of farming he paid out nearly $100 more
than he took in.5 However, despite the shortfall in the
accounts of 1881, Cotton seems to have scraped by. On his
farm barley was the main crop, but like most farms in Ontario
~at this fime, Cotton's was really a mixed holding. In later
years ‘he raised horses, both for his own use and for sale.
In February 1884, with the help of cash he had earned 1oadfng
barley onto Lake Ontario schooners, A. J. was able to extend
his acreage by purchase of the nearby Henderson farm, then
'owned'by John Staples, a local schoolmaster. Cotton paid
$6,400 for the Henderson property, comprising the centre
100 acres of lot 5 in Broken Front, Township of Clarke, and

6 He rented the

containing a dwelling house and two barns.
dwelling on his new property for $2 per month, which sug-

gests it was not a very substantial building. To help with
his expanded land holdings, A. J. took on a hired man - Sam-
uel Henderson, later his brother-in-law. Cotton was to pay

Henderson $160 per annum plus board, washing, and mending.7



The expansion of the farm through the Henderson pur-
chase appear; to have been a mistake, and Cotton's subsequent
reluctance to buy land may have been conditioned by this
early experience. In any event, by the autumn of 1887 the
Cotton enterprise was in trouble, and the family decided to
leave Ontario, "having farmed down there," Cotton later re-
called, "until we could farm no longer at a profit."8 What-
ever the reaéon for Cotton's difficulties, it is unlikely to
have been an absence of hard work. The surviving account
books for the early years bear out Cotton's contention that
he worked hard for 1itt1e profit in Onfario. Both A. J. and
Henderson worked on the Lake Ontario schooners, and on the
railroad when there were blockages to be cleared on the
lTine. They cut and sold cord wood, as well as tending the
farm and stock. Although Cotton would later blame American
policy for his failure, particularly the McKinley tariff,
that Tegislation did not pass the American Congress until
1890.9 The protlem was more likely the size of the farm,
the lack of good land upon it, and the size of the mortgage.
Like many farmers in the area, Cotton made ends meet by
supplementing his farm income with non-farm labour, often
the sign of an inadequate holding either in size or in
fertility.

Se]]ing'the Henderson farm proved more difficult than

Cotton had anticipated. The farm did not sell at auction

when first put gn the block in October 1687, and when it fi-

10
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nally sold in December of that year, it realized only
$5,000, $1,400 less than Cotton had originally paid for
it. The original fifty-acre Cotton honing reverted back
to Henry Cotton after A. J. removed fo Manitoba. After
Henry's death in 1910, A. J. came under some pressure,
particularly from his sister Lina, to buy the property.
 Bgt he refused, on the grounds that none of the family
were left nearby to supervise the farm, and even if rented
out it would cost more in upkeep than it could bring in
r‘evenue_.10 Cotton was never sentimental about Ontario.
If Cotton lost money on his land, his disposal at auction
of farm animals, implements, and equipment, was more suc-
cessful. Prices ranged from 25¢ for a seed box to $45

for a Massey binder to $145 for a bay horse.li Cotton

did not dispose of all his Tivestock and implements, how-
ever, and in March 1888 he packed a railcar with goods and
set off for Manitoba. The car, which travelled from New-
tonville, Ontario, to Treherne, Manitoba, via the Grand
Trunk and Canadfan Pacific Railways, also contained the Cot-
ton household furniture. The total value of the goods that
Cotton shipped he estimated at $800, but this valuation was
probably not on a replacement cost basis.12
The land to which Cotton migrated in 1888 belonged to
Major (later Colonel) William McLean, a Port Hope business-
man. MclLean had visited Manitoba in the summer of 1887, when

memories of the bust of 1882 were receding and eastern opti-

mism for Manitoba was rekindling, helped by a good crop
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year. MclLean purchased land about a mile outside Treherne,
about 100 ki]omefers southwest of Winnipeg on territory new-
1y opened by the railway. The land was the east half of
section 3, township 8, range 10, west of the first meridian.
Obviously a speculator, McLean needed someone to bring the
land under cultivation. He was prepared to give a five-year
lease with an annual rental of one dollar payable at the end
of the year, providing he acquired all other improvements -
broken land, fences, and buildings - at the conclusion of

. the lease. While such an offer might not at first glance
appear attractive, Cotton accepted it. No doubt the'experi—
ence with the Henderson property made him more wf]]ing to
lease, as did news of the quality of. the land, the cost of
which-wds beyqnd his available resources. Before heftame to
terms, Cotton wrote to a neighbouring farmer in Treherne to
enquire about the potential of the land, but when he was és-
sured it was good grain-growing land he signed the lease with
alacrity. Although there is no mention of statute Tabour and
taxes in Cotton's descfiption of the lease preserved in his
account book, it is clear from subsequent books that Cotton
was responsible also for the statute labour and Tocal taxes

from the outset.13

In 1888 Cotton spent three days with his
horses helping to clear what became Treherne's main street,
and on 23 November 1688 he paid $14.76 as taxes in full for
the year. The taxes were to rise yearly as Cotton broke new

land and added improvements, and by 1901 the taxes were $70
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. per annum.14 bespite these charges, Cotton had none of his
capital tied up in land, no mortgage Costs, and few financial
responsfbi]ities for it. Providing he did not over-improve
the property, he was.getting first cultivation of it for a
relative pittance.

In his first year Cotton and his hired hand Albert
Taylor between them broke sixty acres of prafrie. Cotton
had hired Taylor before he left Ontario! "Hired Albert Tay-
lor for two terms bf eights in each term at 17.00 per month
beginning today (March 17, 1888) for the first term. April

w15 It is interesting

~1st 1889 for the following § months.
to note that Taylor was not hired for the entire year but
only for the farming months. Presumably he returned to
_iOhtarip for the winter. Cotton planted no wheat in his

first year; of the sixty acres .broken, twénty—three were
planted with barley, two and one-half with oats, and one

acre with potatoes. The Tast crops were obviously intendéd
~for food and fodder. <Cotton planted the barley against the
advice of his new neighbours. Barley was not generally
profitable in his néw surroundings. But A. J. was fami]iar
with the crop and had never planted wheat. And he was very
lucky, not for the 1ést time in his Manitoba activities.

Rain came at exactly the right time, and he was able to haf—
vest a yjeld of sixteen bushels per acre, for a total of 356
bushels. He was even more fortunate that 1888 was a year of
16

“high prices and he was able to get top dollar for his crop.

The Cottons also sold thirty-five pounds of butter and seven
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and one-half dozen eggs in their first year in Manitoba.
Sale of such surplus did not imply any serious effdrts at
mixed farming, although Cotton supplemented his income for
years through such marketing, but it did mean that the sub-
sistence area of the farm was more than doing:its job. As
in Ontario, Cotton helped to balance his books by working for
other farmers in the area. He earned $12 for four days' work
with his horses and anothgr $24.50 for fifteen days of manual
llabour.17

There was no farm house on Major McLean's land, and
for the first year thé Cotton family, their hired man - and
Tater Mrs. Cotton's brother William Ford - lived in an aban-
doned house on a neighbouring farm. -Fancy housing was ob-
viously not one 6f Cotton's immediate prioritfes in Mani-
toba; how Mrs. Cotton-felt is rot recorded. The primitive
conditions may have reflected a continuing shortage of build-
ing hateria]s in Manitoba at this time. When the Cottons
took over the abandoned house it had no floor, but they put
one in with the material from the packing boxes in which their
goods had been shipped. They floored "a piece overhead large
enough for the man to sleep on" and "hung some carpets and

curtains for waHs.“18

On March 21, 1889, Cotton began to
lay the foundation for a new house on Major McLean's land,
suggesting that he was reasonably satisfied both with the
lTand and the move to Manitoba. Lumber for the house came
to $124.57 and its total cost was calculated by Cotton at

$217.04. Costs for improvements on the land - outbuildings
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and fencing - as well as the need for more implements and

more hired he]p.as more land was broken, created more out-
lays in 1889. Cotton had borrowed money from members of his
family in Ontario before he came west and soon began to incur

19 Like most farmers, Cotton's early years saw

“other debts. A
him continually in debt. Unlike most farmers, however, Cot-
ton gradually managed to reduce his debts. By 1891 his fi-
nances were beginning to improve, and he was not only able
to pay off all the debts incurred in that year but also to
make inroads into the‘garlier ones. In 1891 he was able to
pay his threshing bill for 1890 and most of the 1891 bill,
as well as sending a total of $250 to his aunt Nora Williams
and her husband John back in Port Hope. One of the principal
4reasohs for this turn-around Was théf Cotton had.so1d his
1890>wheat crop for $2516, and was able to lTook forward to -
another prosperous year in 1892. By the end of 1892 his
net ‘worth had increased significantly, despite extra expenses
caused by fhe hiring of two hands in addition to his brother-
in-law, WilliamiFard: 20

Despite the early success with barley, wheat was the
crop upon which A. J. Cotton's success was built. Wheat
had been the foundation of the prospefity of Upper Canada,
and it would be the basis of Manitoba's agricultural progress
in the last years of the nineteenth century as we11.21 One
of the major concerns of Ontario farmers, of courée, was
whether wheat could consistently mature in the shorter grow-

ing season of Manitoba, especially outside the Red River

Valley. Cotton welcomed the arrival of Red Fife, a wheat




strain which matured in 115-125 days, as opposed to the
125-145 days of earlier varieties. Red Fife was a great
advantage to prairie farmers of the 1880s. In order to
encourage its use the Canadian Pacific produced seed at
their experimental farm and even supplied it free of charge
to settlers. The development and spread of such hardy
strains made tﬁe northern expansion of the agricultural
frontier of America possib]e.22

By the end of 1892 Cotton had broken 270 acres of
Major McLean's half section. fn-thaf year he had sown
153 acres with wheat, twenty-three with oats, and ten.with
barley. Twenty-five acres were newly broken and the remain-
der were probably in summer fallow. . Whether the practice
of summer fallowing had spread as ‘a direct consequence of
the eQenfs of 1885, when 1ahd had been left cropless be-
cause of farmer involvement with the Riel Rebellion, is.
not clear. But Tand left fallow produced a crop after the
drought of 1886 while land that had been cropped in 1885
did not. The observations of farmers like Angus McKay and
W. Motherwell, who had been farming in the Indian Head region
since 1882, probably spread by word—of—mouth.23 Whatever
its origins, summer fallowing - that is, ploughing the land
in June or July and then keeping weeds and wild grain out
by successive harrowings until the following year's plants
ing - was becoming widespread in the West as a means of pro-

ducing better crops. The Manitoba Department of Agriculture

was a firm advocate of summer fallow and was constantly en-

16
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'joining fafmers to adopt it, both as a means of conserving
water‘and as a.way o% controlling Weeds.24 |

Weeds had become a major problem fﬁ Ontario, and some
of the varieties had been importéd to the newly-opened
western lands in the seed grain that most Ontario farmers

‘brought with them to their new homes.z-5 The most noxious

26 In

weeds were wild mustard, wild oats, and thistles.
1884 the Manifoba legislature had passed stringent 1aWs
regarding the destruction of weeds. While it was the res-
ponsibility of the municipality to appoint overseers to see
“that the 1egis]étion‘was put into effect, the Department.'
of AgricuTture had the responsibility of overseeing the
operation and appointed its own noxious weed inspectors to
'see that the ﬁunicipa]ities were doing their dufy.27

_'fhe main brunt of the baft]e against weeds had to be
born by the individual farmers. The Department of Agri-
culture was constantly exhorting farmers not to overextend
their cultivation, but {nstead to éu]tivate no more land

28

~thanthey could work thoroughly. Weeds not only choked

the growth of the crop but in the grain reduced its grade

~at the elevator. The worst sources of contamination were

non-resident Tands which had been cropped in the past but

were then left vacant.29

At Treherne Cotton may have felt
some of the effects of uncropped land when he first arrived,
but the growth in settlement and the reassumption of farms -

providing they were taken up by conscientious farmers - soon
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reduced the problem to manageab]é proportions. In the
absence of weed killers, summer fallow was régarded as one
excellent weapon. The best protection against weeds, how-
ever, was the careful farmer. According to Cotton, a yield
of fifteen bushels to the acre was often more exhausting to
the land than a 1arger crop, because "where ypu see a 15
bushel crop you_generally see a full crop of weeds which is
produced Ey improper cultivation which is not profitable to
the producer and impoverishes his land for future profitable
crops.“30 ;
"In 1893 Cotton decided to expand'his area of cultivation
by renting'an adjoining half section belonging to Isaac
Mawhihney. The arrangement was that Cotton was to break 155
acres of North Haif¥section 2.8.10W, as well as having the
option to bréak more. Mawhinney himself was to fence 180_
acres, while Cotton agreed to fence any land that he broke
beyond 180 acres, as well as paying the taxes, doing the
statuatory road labour, and giving a dollar rent per annum.B]
At the end of five years, the land was to be fin as good a
state of cultivation regarding roots, grubbing etc" as the

land Cotton rented from Major McLean.32

Landowners obvi-

ously found the prospect of putting land into active culti-
vation attractive; regarding such fimproved? land as more
valuable than unimproved. Such standards were reflected in
the>prices paid for land; As Cotton consistently demonstrated,
to some extent older assumptions carried over from the east

were not totally relevant in the new environment. In most
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of Ontarie, improving land meant clearing it of bush and
forest, a slow and Tlaborious process which could be done

at the rate of a few acres a year. Although breaking prairie
land was not a simple matter, it was seldom as complicated

or as expensive as in the east. Cotton was always pleased

to take advantage of the premiﬁm placed on improved land

by his compafrfois, ahd built his success on imﬁroving land
rented from others at minimal cost.

A. J. broke seventyffive acres of his new land the first
year, summer fallowing twenty-seven acres of the total.
While he did not do all the bfeaking himself, he and his-
hands were also involved inkplanting ever-increasing amounts
of acreage, something they could not have done while clear-
ing Ontario wood]and: In 1893 Cotton sowed a total of 200
acres of wheat, forty of oats, and fortyfthree of barley.
His yfe]ds were not more than average, although his increase
in acreage sown resulted in moré‘grain to sé]]. So long
as expansion did not put him too far in debt, he could ex-
pect to prosper: Nevertheless, despite cash returns from
the subsistence areas of the farm in 1893, Cotton calculated
a small loss in net worth on the year. The reason for the
loss was partly increased wages paid to Wiliam Ford and Ezra
Haski]1; who now earned $220 per year apiece. Haskill had
lived in Mariposa near the Fords and had moved to Treherne
with his family in April 1893. But the greatest share of
Cotton's increaséd costs were the product of expansion, com-

ing from the construction of a granary and two stables, as
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well as the purchase of additional farm equipment. Despite
the use of fented land, expansion of acreage required new

expenditures of mdney.33

At the same time, Cotton's decade
of expansion in the 1890s predated most of the mechanizafion
which later plagued the prairie farmer, and he did not have
to weigh large capital expenditures for equipmeht info his
calculations.
In 1893 Cotton's original and highly favourable five-
year ‘lease with Méjor McLean ran out. From 1894 he was to
pay $450 per year to rent the east half of section 3, township
8, range 10 weét: It must have been tempting to relinquish ‘
the lease and concentrate on the Mawhinney land, but despite
the enormous increase in rent, Cottoh dug in and continued
to péy 1t: He increased his acreage under Cu]fivation to
accommodate his increased land costs. By 1895 he sowed the
largest acreage of wheat to this point in hi$ farming career -
a total bf 314 acres - and his yields were the highest ever.
Averaging over forty bushels per acre, he was able to ship
12;585 bushels of number 1 wheat in nineteen railcars to
Fort w111iam: It was this wheat shipment, both in terms of
quantity and qua]ity; which first earned A. J. Cotton the
sobriquet of "Manitoba's Wheat Ki,ng..-“s4
Cotton and his family took advantage of success and ex;
cursion rail rates to return east for a visit to Ontario.
A. q:; his wife; and their two youngest children Frances

35

and Almon left on 17 December 1895. In Ontario, Cotton

repaid the money he had borrowed years earlier for the move
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to Manitoba; It must have been a satisfying moment to be
free of these old debts, however small, and the gesture of
clearing them demonstrated the extent of A. J.'s SUCCESS
in the new province. ‘He undoubtedly strutted a bit, iike
most prodigal sons, but he had indeed done well.

The visit to Ontario lasted until 2 March 1896. In
addition to clearing the debts, there were presents té buy
for vafiqus members of the family, such as a silver cake
stand forers; Cottonfs sister Sophronia Henderson. There
were also items to be bougﬁt for the Cottons themselves:
clothes, silver cutlery, twelve yards of carpeting. Cotton
celebrated his return from Ontario by further extending his
ho]dﬁngs, renting yet another quarter section. This land
was owned By Dr; T; G. Phillips of Toronto and his wife
ETizabeth:‘ Although an absentee landowner at this fime,
Phillips does seem to have had some connection with Treherne
and'later resided there:36 Cotton may well have been "im-
praving" the land prior to Phi]]ipsf arrival in the province.
The ]ease‘on this new quarter section,-the southwest quarter
of section 2, township 8, range 10, West, was again for five
years; Under the terms of the lease Cotton was to pay a
yearly rent of one dollar, break sixty acres, fence the
property with two wires; execute the statute labour, and
pay half of'thé taxes. 1896 was a bad crop year, however.

Cotton's yields were down precipitously, and at the end of

the year his estimated net worth reflected the crop: it



was down $58.50.°7 ,

Despite the setback of 1896, A. J. Cotton pressed on.
By 1897 he was farming‘the whole of Section 2:8:10, stil1
without having committed any capital to his land assembly

38 He had a total of 960 acres to cultivate

operations.
in 1897. One of his side-interests, the breeding of horses,
-began to pay off in:this year. By breeding his own.draft
animals and selling the‘surp]uﬁ, Cotton transformed one
of the majér eipenses of eXpanding cultivation into black
ink on his 1edger: He had purchased stock from Major MclLean
and had it shipped west; as well as buying 1oca11y.39 His
breeding efforts paid off in July of 1897 when three of the
four colts he had entered in the Holland Fair took first
prizes, and one.of'thém -»d One-year p]d mare named Laurav-
won a special prize as well. 1897 was a gdod'year in many
other ways; and at the end of it Cotton had $4,361 in the
bank, the first time he had a substantial balance in an
account he had initially opened in 1896.

~ Reflecting his %ncreased p}bsperity, for the first time
Cotton began in 1897 to loan monej to others. The lack of
local banking facilities in rural areas was always a problem,
particularly for cash to tide farmers over the continual
cash flow problems inherent in their operations. When Cot-
- ton was beginning in Manitoba he had borrowed money from
his family and the more-prosperous members of his community,
and he always regarded credit as critical in starting up a

farm. As Cotton prospered it became his turn to lend money

to others. Between 1898 and 1900 Cotton had almost $4,000

22
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out on mortgage at eight peréent.40

Such loans were prob-
ably not what we would today regakd as mortgage lending,
but were simp1y money secured by mortgage. He obliged not
only neighbours but institutions in the community, lending
to the Treherne Elevator Company and fhe Matchett Methodist
Church. Interest rates varied from seven percent to the

41 uhite

church to ten percent for some private borrowers.
Cotton obviously benefitted financially froﬁ his money-
lending, he was only doing informally what others did when
they organized small local banks Tike the one begun by Bailey,

42 That bank had started

Lockhart and Brown at Gladstone.
with a capital fund of $10,000, and Tike Cotton's lending
was designed principally to serve local men and local needs.
. Moneylending had a]wayé been a majof means of acquiring local
inf]uence; as well as,additioha] 1ncomé, in small rural |
communitié$: |

But A: J. Cotton was not to become a major figure'in
Treherne: In November of 1897, Cotten's brother-in-law
William Ford made a trip to the Dauphin Country to look for

land for himself and his father.43

John Gay Ford was seven-
”ty—two and ready to retire from his farm in Ontario. Talk
of the possibilities of agriculture in the Dauphin area had
been circulating since 1883, when a party of men from the
Gladstone district had gone to investigate the new country.
Some of the men had been so favourably impressed by what

they had seen that they returned there the following year to

settle. The district was settled piecemeal over the next
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few years, but the absence of railway facilities was a de-
terrent to substantial growth and a discouragement to exist-
~ing settlers, who were faced with having to haul their grain

by wagon seventy to ninety miles to get it to market.44

Such distances made grain growing virtually uneconomic.45
Furthermore, although yields wefe often high, the quality
of the land was quite variable.

The arrivai of Mackenzie and Mann's Lake Manitoba Ra11way
and Canal Company line from Gladstone with links to Portage
la Prairie and Winnipeg - which occurred in January of 1897 -
opened up the éountry anew, and many fresh settlers arrived.
These newcomers had been encouraged in part by the efforts’
ofvT. A; Burrows; the Dauphin area representative in the |
Manifqba 1ggis1ature, who had "sounded forth its ﬁréises
with such persistencyl?46' In the autumn of 1897, after all
the harvesting and threshing had been finished, many who |
had been working on farms in southern Manitoba headed for
Dauphin. Among'thgm-were William Ford and two brothers -
Hubert and Warner Loat - who had come from Ontario to spend

47 The

the spring and summer working on a farm in Manitoba.
winter defeated the Loats, however, as it did Will Ford.
The snow in the area was soon over a foot deep, and select-
ing 1and under such circumstances was virtually impossible.
At Dauphin the prospective settlers heard talk of the open-
ing of a new district - the Swan River Valley - in the

following year. The Dauphin region already had many settlers

and the best land was gone, while the 