
1 | P a g e  
 

Prepared by Kay Clarke for the City of Chestermere’s entry June 2014 1in ‘Communities in 

Bloom’ Historic Content portion.  This presentation was done at the foot of West Chestermere 

Drive where the WID Canal pathway begins. ( see photo)  

Welcome to Chestermere Reservoir # 1 of the Western Irrigation District.    Please have a seat 

and get comfortable.  I would like you to imagine you are back 100 years to 1914.  When you 

look around you will see that there are only a few houses or farms and almost NO trees.  The 

TransCanada highway is only a narrow gravel road going around the lake to Calgary 12 miles 

away. 

I would like now to introduce you to Jean Beattie.  ( stop and put on hat) 

Hello.  I am Jean Beattie and I teach at the school over at Janet.  I board with Uncle John and 

Aunt Kate Mackenzie just over there.  Uncle John told me that the school has the end-of- school 

picnic here somewhere and I am looking to see where that might be.  Probably near those few 

trees at the other side.   

The first thing I noticed when I arrived from Nova Scotia is that there are no trees here!!  I am 

sure that when Uncle John bought the farm, he was thinking of his parent’s farm in Nova Scotia 

also because it was so near the water.  He and Aunt Kate were pretty discouraged after the first 

year because it was an extremely dry year and there were prairie fires all around.  Since then 

the crops have been really good and they have been able to build a fine house and barn.   

Our grade 8’s , that is the school leaving grade in Alberta, are learning about the history for the 

Provincial exams they have to write.  They are learning that the C.P.R .who own so much of the 

land in this part of the country were having trouble selling it because of the notion that this part 

of the country is so dry that nothing will grow but foxtail and tumble weed. Aunt Kate was told 

when she lived in Edmonton that “You could not even grow potatoes near Calgary”.    

Apparently the federal government urged the C.P.R. to consider irrigation as a solution to the 

dry conditions.   

The children learned that  C.P.R .came up with a plan.  They sent the surveyors out and so the 

slough that Charlie Kinniburgh was farming around was dammed and turned into this reservoir 

with water coming from the Bow River in Calgary and going out through 2 ditches or canals.   

With canals they needed ditch riders. These are those fellows who ride up and down the canal 

to make sure that it is flowing properly and also to open and close the head-gates to the canals. 
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You can see that Mr. Staves, who is the present ditch rider, in the new house over there at the 

other side has planted all kinds of flowering shrubs and trees that he got from the Experimental 

Station at Indian Head Saskatchewan.  He intends to show that irrigation can make things grow 

and it is looking lovely already. He has a pump engine and is watering all the plants.  You can 

probably hear that engine now. 

Aunt Kate, who loves gardening and misses the conditions of her home in Ontario, is also 

planting all kinds of trees and shrubs with the help of their Man.  Ratcliffe grumbles that it is all a 

silly waste of time.  Aunt Kate says the holes he digs are hardly big enough to hold a teacup.  

Since they are so close to the canal they can bring water to her garden.  They have a big tank to 

do that. 

Mr. Woods, who farms near the middle of the lake with his family, used to be the ditch-rider and 

decided that this would be a good place to farm so he bought some of the C.P.R. land.  His 

daughter Bessie is the first baby to be born this near the lake.  

Mr. Woods told us that at one time in the winter you could skate all the way from Charlie 

Kinniburgh’s slough to the Bow River through Shepard.  Now Holan’s just to the north of his 

place cut the ice so folks like Uncle John have ice for their iceboxes in the summer.  Uncle John 

stores his ice in shavings in the ice house. 

It seems that as the water comes from the Bow River so do the fish.  Uncle John got a boat and 

has done a little fishing when he has a bit of spare time.  We did see some other boats with 

folks who likely came from Calgary to fish or sail.   

We have heard that some enterprising fellows are planning to build a streetcar line to 

Chestermere to bring folks out for the day.  They might even sell lots for summer homes – hard 

to believe isn’t it! 

Well folks I need to gather up Uncle John’s children and go back to the farm.  Bye now.   

(Hat off)  Back to the present.   

 I want to mention a couple of things.  First to tell you that the people in this presentation are 

real and their stories have been passed down by my grandmother, Kate Mackenzie, who was 

the family story teller.  Second is to tell you that Jean did not tell you how Chestermere got its 

name because Jean did not know.  There are several theories but no one knows for sure.  The 

theory that my grandmother favoured was that the C.P.R. named the lake after one of their 
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Board of directors, Lord Chester.  They added the word “mere” which is an old English term 

meaning lake or water to form Chestermere.   

I have lived near the lake most of my life so I do have some knowledge of Chestermere’s more 

recent past as well.  Some of my earliest memories are that of playing in the water at the edge 

of the Lake.  The family had easy access because there were no buildings around it.  There was 

a chunk of glass left in the water and I still have a scar to prove it. 

The camp where the Baptist church now stands was a Sea Cadet Camp originally, with H huts 

and sailing in the summer.   

There was a hall at the North end of the lake where the community held turkey suppers and 

bridal showers.  I have attended lots of them.  There was a ball diamond beside it and in the 

summer Chestermere was part of a softball league.  This was a family affair and everyone went 

to the store after the game for an ice-cream or soda. 

One of my earliest memories is going to an auction.  When Mr. Woods died in 1943, his wife 

had an auction which my parents attended. They left my brother and I in our 1942 Fargo pickup 

which was parked on the road with many other vehicles.  I was 4 and he was 3. 

You will see murals on the lift station tomorrow.  One of those photos includes a man and his 2 

children on the lake in the winter.  They happen to be my father, brother and me. 

If you have questions about Chestermere history I would be glad to try to answer them. 
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Above Left and Right,  Kay Clarke 
wearing a costume as Miss Jean 
Beattie, local teacher for 
Chestermere students, she 
taught at Janet School.  

 

Below, CHF members Joyce 
Hodgson and Lucille Shuhyta 
sitting next to the judges for 
Communities in Bloom 2014.   


