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Joseph McKay Bannerman: Chestermere Ditchrider (1908?-1912) 

Joseph was born in Kildonan parish, Sutherland, Scotland on 12 March 1851 and grew up in Navidale 

where his father was employed as a labourer. 1 2  He emigrated to Canada while still in his teens and 

lived in Ontario for some years.3 Joseph moved to Edmonton and then to Calgary in 1883.4 One of his 

early business ventures was a tobacco and cigar store located on Stephen Avenue.5 On 15 September 

1885 he married Christina Miller Sutherland in Winnipeg.6 Christina, the daughter of a blacksmith, was 

born on 28 May 1857 in Helmsdale, Kildonan parish, Sutherland.7 She emigrated to Belleville, Ontario 

with her family in 1875 before moving to Winnipeg about 1881.8 Following her marriage, she came to 

Calgary with her husband where together they had a family of four sons and two daughters.9 Joseph 

partnered with his brother James in a flour and feed business and also operated a wholesale liquor 

business.10 He was active in civic and social affairs and the curling club.  

In January 1888, Joseph made application for a homestead on SW ¼ 36-24-1 W5M, began occupying it 

on 30 July 1888, and received patent on 14 September 1892.11 This property is now covered by the 

south half of McCall Lake Golf Course. The Bannermans built a house there and called it Morven 

Cottage, perhaps in reference to a mountain of the same name near their old home in Scotland.  12  The 

1891 census recorded Joseph’s occupation as a “rancher” employing an average of two people per 

year.13 He had likely purchased additional property to add to his original quarter section homestead. 

In January 1894 he was one of three alderman elected to represent Ward 1 on the council of the newly 

proclaimed City of Calgary and in October 1894 he became the member for East Calgary to the 

Northwest Territories Legislative Assembly.14 15 This electoral district extended east at least as far as 

Gleichen and the Assembly sat at Regina so Joseph would have travelled regularly. He ran again in the 

fall of 1898 but lost his seat to A.E. Cross.16 At the time of the 1901 census he and his family were living 

on their homestead and he was a rancher.17 In January 1904, Joseph’s property was one of a number 

that were searched by the police during their hunt for the notorious escaped murderer, Ernest Cashel.18 

Christina Bannerman died on 9 April 1907, leaving Joseph to care for the children, two of them under 

ten years old. At Calgary in 1908 he married Emma Northfield, who was born in 1870 in Harston, 

Cambridgeshire, England and came to Canada in 1906.19 20 21 Joseph and Emma had two daughters 

together. 

The first person known to have worked for CPR at Chestermere was Joseph Bannerman. It is uncertain 

when he began his association with the Irrigation Department or when he moved to the Chestermere 

area, but it appears to have been some time after the death of his first wife. He was certainly living at 

the lake by October 1910 when two people got in trouble after they fell out of their canoe. Fortunately, 

CPR employee G.H. Patrick was close at hand and rescued them in a gasoline powered launch. According 

to the Calgary Daily Herald, “They were taken ashore, and after a short walk reached the home of Joe 

Bannerman, where dry clothing was secured and stimulants were applied.”22 The 1911 census 

enumerated Joseph, Emma and his two youngest children living in the area. His occupation was 

recorded as “Inspector CP Irrigation canal” - certainly a much grander title than ditchrider!23 

The MacKenzies were neighbours of the Bannermans who lived about a mile to the southeast on the 

opposite side of the canal. In the mid-1960s, Kate MacKenzie recorded some memories of her family’s 

early days in the district. One such anecdote related an incident when her young children were showing 

her insects they had captured. She wrote, “Jean came with both hands closed, she opened her hand to 

show me a lanky grasshopper. I call this one father she said and opening the other hand to show me a 
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big fat cricket she said I call this one Mr. Bannerman.”24 It can be surmised from this that Joseph was 

probably a large man, at least in comparison to Mr. MacKenzie. 

Joseph’s work as an irrigation man ended in the spring of 1912. Bessie Hinchey, daughter of his 

successor Fred Woods, wrote, “For one month the two families lived together. Then Bannermans moved 

on.”25 A brief item in the newspaper on 11 April 1912 reported that Joseph and family had left to spend 

the summer in Banff.26 They apparently enjoyed the mountain community as they moved there 

permanently. 

While living in Banff, Joseph continued to pursue his interests in politics, curling and local affairs. Emma 

died on 28 February 1917 in Banff.27 In 1920 Joseph married her sister Ruth, born about 1869 in Harston, 

Cambridgeshire.28 Joseph died at the home of a daughter in Calgary on 17 April 1932 and was laid to rest 

beside his first wife in Union Cemetery.29 30 Ruth returned to England and died in Cambridge in 1951.31 
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