Estonians in Alberta

By
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“ESTONIA™ HAS NEVER BEEN a houschold
word in Alberta; nor have most Albertans been
aware of the Estonian presence in the province.
Nevertheless, Estonians have been a small but
significant part of Alberta’s development since

before the turmn of the century. The relative

obscurity of Alberta’s Estonian community is
partly due to the small size of its ancestral coun-
try. Estonia is one of threc small Baltic nations
(Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) situated on the
castern shore of the Baltic Sea in northemn
Europe. Albertans have not been alone in their
general ignorance of this tiny country; it has
never had a high international profile.

In 1899 two Estonian brothers, Hendrik
(Henry) and Kristjan Kingsep and their young
families immigrated to Canada and settled in cen-
tral Alberta, just east of Sylvan Lake. Their ar-
rival was important, both to the overall history
of Estonians in Canada, as well as to the develop-
ment of parts of central and southern Alberta.
The settlements that the Kingseps and other Es-
tonians founded at the turn of the century were
the only significant concentrations of Estonians
in Canada until after World War Two. In large
part, the history of the organized Estonian com-
munity in Canada prior to World War Two is a
history of Estonians in Alberta. Though small in
numbers, the Estonians were able to make a
notable contribution to the development of
several communities in -Alberta through their
agricultural and technological inventiveness, their
strong interest in cooperatives, and thexr emphasis
on music and education.

When the Kingsep families decided to emigrate
from Estonia, they left behind a country of about
one million people which was under the control
of the Russian Czarist regime and which faced
many economic, political and social problems.
For the rural sector of Estonia’s population,
economic conditions throughout the 19th century
had been harsh, indeed often hopeless. Serfdom
of the peasants had been abolished prior to 1820,
but their working conditions were difficult, their
wages were low and they had to pay high rent
to German landlords for use of the land they till-

cd. For the majority of Estonian peasants, to be
able to pay their debts to their landlords and
become independent was only a distant dream.
One of the few ways to achicve this dream was
to emigrate. During the mid-1800s, many did so,
moving to southern Russia where people were
needed to colonize the vast, empty lands of the
Crimea. But by the late 1800s, those who had
emigrated to the Crimea were cqually dissatisfied
with conditions there; consequently, like many
of those who had remained in Estonia, they were
eager for new opportunitics. Nor were conditions
favourable for Estonia’s aspiring urbanized mid-
dle class. Increasing numbers of young Estonians
were graduating from universities in the late
1800s with aspirations of social and economic
advancement, but their mobility was often block-
ed by the powerful presence of the Baltic Ger-
mans, who owned the land, the factories and
most of the businesses, and also dominated the
professions.

In addition to general economic hardship, by
the fate 1800s, Estonians were also faced with
the Czarist policy of Russification — a heighten-
ed attempt by the Russian regime to assimilate
them. These policies were very unpopular in a
country which was in the throes of a national
awakening. Dissatisfied with their situation, a
number of Estonians, like the Kingsep families,
decided to emigrate and some were attracted to
the free homestead lands of western Canada.

Around the turn of the century, opposition to
the Russian Czarist government took the form of
both Estonian nationalism and socialism. Social
and economic tensions made the country recep-
tive to revolutionary ideology and Marxism
spread rapidly among the intelligentsia, the
landless peasants and the workers. Their
demands for self-government and greater per-
sonal freedom became more and more outspoken.
1905 was a particularly explosive year, with the
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A group of Estonian pioneers was photographed during a summer outing in the Linda Hall district.

Japanese defeat of Russia and the Russian revolu-
tion spurring a revolt in Estonia against the
Czarist regime and the German landlords. Sup-
pression of this revolt and subsequent Czarist
persecutions led to the exit of a wave of political
refugees, many of whom made their way to the
United States. Still others came to Canada, some
jJoining their countrymen who had settled just a
few years before in central Alberta, The com-
bination of political and economic  factors
motivating their emigration meant that there was
a wide cross-section of occupations among the
migrants.  They included sailors. industrial
workers. tradesmen. several teachers. and a few
peasants. But despite their varied backgrounds.
they all settled on the land when they arrived in
Alberta.

Henry Kingsep was bomn in the district of

Varu, Estonia. in 1870 to a farm family of com-
fortable means. As a young man. he graduated
irom the University of Tartu and went on for
post-graduate studies at the University of St.
Petersburg in Russia, where he became fluent in
several languages and trained to become a
teacher. He also became involved with a group
of radical students who were plotting to over-
throw the Czar. Later when he was 24 and
teaching school in the town of Nuustak, he mar-
ricd Emilic Saar, daughter of the village
shoemaker. But Henry was dissatisfied with con-
ditions in Estonia and he also feared reprisals for

his political activities. He had read and heard
about freedom and vast lands in North America
and his brother, Christian had visited Montreal
as a satlor and told him stories about Canada.
Henry becanie convineed that the best future for
himself and his young family lay in Canada und
he began to learn English and make other
preparations  for the long voyage to North
America.’

In 1899 the Chrnistian and Henry Kingsep
tamilics set sail for New York and continued their
journey to Canada by train. The two brothers
decided to settle in the Sylvan Lake arca and took
up adjoining land in the virgin bush and forest.
Two factors were probably involved in their
choosing this particular land. Like other Nordic
people coming from wooded countries with ac-
cess to water. the Kingseps were sensitive to the
need for land which could provide both ample
timber and water. Also in 1899, following the
visit of a delegation of Finnish promoters, the
Canadian government reserved for a period of
three years a tract of land west of Red Deer for
Finnish settlers. [t was to this arca that the
Kingseps came. Though they were not Finns, the
Estonian and Finnish peoples are closely related
both linguistically and culturally.

When Henry and Emilic Kingsep and their
buby daughters finally arrived at their remote
destination, they were faced with the formidable
task ot making a living for themselves in i vir-
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tual wildemess. The only clearings in the densely
wooded landscape were those that had been made
by forest fires. Roads were non-existent. The
family’s first task was to build a temporary home
for themselves, and they soon erected a small
shack which. though crude, provided shelter from
the elements.

The Kingsep families were not to remain alone
for very long. They were soon joined by other
Estonians. many of them friends and acquaint-
ances from the Old Country and by 1903 they
and the other settlers had partially cleared 16
farms and had named the area ‘‘Livonia’ in
remembrance of their homeland. Even the
topography reminded them of their homeland.
August Posti, one of the early settlers in the com-
munity, noted in his diary six days after his ar-
rival in the area in the spring of 1903 that **what
| see here is almost the same as in my home
country.”’

Like all Alberta pioneers, the first Estonian set-
tlers had to work hard to survive. Clearing the
land was an cnormous task: raising crops in the
arca’s cool, wet climate was beset with difficul-
ty and the isolation and loneliness were at times
overpowering. In these difficult pioneering cir-
cumstances, it soon became clear that co-
operation was essential to survival. This in-
escapable fact. combined with the left-wing sym-
pathics of many of the curly Estonian settlers,
prempted them to attempt co-operative farming.
In the plan which they formulated. households
and gardens were individually owned, but the
land was used collectively. Besides growing
vegetable gardens., the settlers raised tlax and
wheat and established dairy herds. They also rais-
ed pigs and chickens, but these often fell prey
to coyotes and bears. Because of the uncertain-
tics of the carly years, hunting and fishing were
essential to the group’s survival. It was also
necessary for the men to get winter jobs work-
ing for the CPR or for the coal mincs in the dis-
tant Crow’s Nest Pass to subsidize incomes.?

Gradually the little settlement near Sylvan Lake
assumed an appearance of permanency. By 1903,
it boasted 22 Estonian families, a new school and
an English-speaking teacher, hired to make it
casier for the children to feel at home in their new
country. However **Livonia’" was not to remain
the major Estonian settlement in Alberta. The
area was quickly being settled by people of
various nationalities and quarter sections were
becoming scarce. It was soon obvious that
“Livonia™ could not expand to accommodate

further Estonian scttlement.  Consequently,
Henry Kingsep, who was a natural colonizer,
began looking elsewhere for land that would be
suitable for additional Estonian settlers. He chose
land in the Medicine River valley, near what was
to become the town of Eckville, and in 1903 he
and his family moved to this new site. The
Kingseps were soon joined by other Estonian
families from the Sylvan Lake area. Still others
from the original ‘*Livonia’ settlement moved
east to Stettler, founding what was to become
another sizeable Estonian settlement.?

Medicine Valley, with its deep black soil and
treed hilly landscape, also reminded them of their
homeland and appealed to the Estonians. A
daughter of one of the early settlers and com-
munity leaders, August Posti, described her
father’s choice of land as follows:

. it had the Medicine River running through it
abounding in fish — pike and suckers. There were
spruce trees growing on it, providing logs for his
house and the pea vine grew three feet high in the
river valley, providing rich nutritious hay for his stock.

The first settlers in the Medicine River arca
were joined in 1904 by 25 people directly from
Estonia and between 1905 and 1914, 40 more
came to the arca to make their homes. The
carliest Estonian settlers in the arca besides the
Kingsep family were the Kinna, Koot. Muru.
Langer, Matteus (Matthews), Mattus. Pihuoja.
Posti. Raabis and Sestrap families. Several
families immigrated to Canada with their
brothers™ or sisters™ familics: when they arrived
in Alberta, they settled together. developmg Large
extended-family networks. Many of the new im-
migrants, like Kingsep, were politically radical
and disillusioned with the Czarist regime. By
1920, there were 187 people of Estonian origin
living in the Eckville areca and approximately 40
farms had been established.?

As in the first settlement at “*Livonia’", the
pioneering years near Eckville were difficult. The
Estonians’ first dwellings were log cabins with
thatched roofs and clay floors, which were char-
acteristic of their homeland. At first only cattle,
chickens and vegetable gardens were raised and
dairying was the main source of farm income.
Wheat varieties had not yet been developed to
withstand the area’s cool. wet summers and
limited number of frost-free days. Gradually.
however. they began to grow barley, oats and
ryc. Prior to World War One the amount of
cleared and cultivated land remained small
because of the type of mixed agriculture which



Henry Kingsep was one of the original Estonian settlers in
Alberta. He is seen here with his wife and children about
1899.

the Estonians practiced and the area’s lack of
transportation facilities.

While the Medicine Valley settlement made
possible a larger and more homogeneous Esto-
nian community than could have been establish-
ed at Sylvan Lake, it also complicated transpor-
tation problems for the early settlers, since they
were now many miles further from the major
trading centre at Red Deer. Since there were no
roads, a monthly trip to Red Deer took three to
four days. When they finally arrived in Red Deer,
the settlers sold eggs and dairy products or
bartered them for flour, sugar, lard, fruit and salt
to supplement their otherwise homegrown diet.
Writing about the early years, Ema Doig, one
of the daughters of Adam and Anna Matteus, em-
phasized her parents’ self-sufficiency:

On part of the homestead there were spruce and
tamaracks and they cut down enough of the bigger
timbers to build themselves a one-room cabin before
winter set in again. The cabin had a sod roof and
earthen_floor and the logs were caulked with moss
and clay. A stove was made of rocks, which were
plastered with clay. This was used for cooking,
heating and baking. A heavy wable and a few benches
were shaped from logs. Also the beds were shaped

from logs and the picces were held together with
wooden dowels. The mattress bags were filled and
stuffed plump with dried. fresh hav, To Adam and An-
na this was luaery — a honie of their own.*

Gradually. the isolation and pionecr conditions
of the scttlement were overcome and it hecume
increasingly integrated into the economic life of
central Albertu. After a long delay. two com-
peting railways, the Alberta Central and the
Canadian Northern, were constructed through the
arca and between 1910 and 1914 this provided
temporary work and facilitated commercial
development. For the first time, pig and cattle
raising became commercially viable. The small
hamlet of Gilby and the nearby town of Eckville
developed sufficiently to become merchandising
centres for the Estonians. Mike Sestrap, an Esto-
nian settler who had been a tailor in the old coun-
try, opened a store and post office in Gilby in
1910. Like so many other such enterprises in
rural Alberta, it also served as a social centre for
the scattered farming community. By 1911 there
was sufficient grain growing for John Kinna to
build the area’s first water driven tlour mill.
However, grain growing did not become a ma-
jor economic enterprise until World War One
generated record grain prices.®

With the most difficult stage of pioncering
behind them, the Estonian settlers turned their
attention to the establishment of organizations to
meet their social, economic and educational
needs. Central to all of these endeavours wus the
co-operative ethic which they had brought with
them to Canada and which had enabled them to
develop a cohesive community. Realizing the
need for their children to learn English and to
obtain an education, the Estonians, joined by a
few Finnish and Scandinavian settlers in the area,
united in 1909 to establish Estonian School
District No. 1760, and with volunteer labour,
they built a school. The school board was made
up mostly of Estonians. The Estonians’ strong
interest in education is evidenced in the follow-
ing comment by a second-generation Estonian
from the Eckville area:

So intense was the interest in education that a pact
was made that each family should try to educate one
child as a teacher. Their efforts in this commitment
were owtstanding. Six of the founding families did pro-
duce a teaching member.?

The second major community project was the
establishment of an Estonian society. Anna Tip-
man (nce Posti), daughter of one of the pioncer
families, later described the origins of community



activities which led to the formation of the
society.

The first neighbourhood meetings had been held in

the Posti’s living room. Here agriculture problems

were discussed, such as grain varieties, methods of

tilling. marketing of crops and, of course, politics.

Communiry singing was enjoved. Physical training

was provided by a “‘trapeze’’ hanging from ceiling

beams.8

On April 24, 1910, the settlers founded The
Medicine Valley Estonian Society, which was to
play a key role in the community’s social and
cultural life for decades. The minutes of the first
meeting, chaired by Henry Kingsep, reported that
the pioneers debated the question of whether the
objectives of the association were primarily social
or economic. They concluded that both objec-
tives were essential. and the subsequent history
of the organization shows that both were pursued.
The group eventually built its own hall in
1918.°

The group’s social activities included dramatic
productions, a mixed choir and a string ensem-
ble which performed at concerts and dances.
Choirs and singing festivals were an important
aspect of life in Estonia and the settlers in Alberta
continued this musical tradition. Several of the
settlers could play various musical instruments,
but the Kinna family was particularly talented.
Arthur Kinna. who had come to Alberta at the
age of 14, had studied violin in Estonia and he
organized the Kinna orchestra, which played for
many community events. Later, Arthur would

play with the Calgary and the San Francisco sym-
phony orchestras. Henry Kinsep also had ex-
perience in Estonia as a choir master, so it was
he who organized and directed the choir.'
Adult education and political concerns were as
important to many members of the group as
entertainment. The socicty maintained a sizeable
library of books on politics, economics, history,
and literature. Using its own group as a source
of talent and information, the community also
heard lectures on education, literature, farming
and politics. As with other aspects of communi-
ty life, Henry Kingsep, being widely read and
fluent in five languages (German, Russian, Esto-
nian, Finnish and English) was very much in-
volved in adult education, giving lectures on sub-
jects as varied as education, the co-operative
movement, the plight of native Indians in
Canada, and **The Harmful Effects of Alcohol
and Tobacco.”” But many other settlers were also
actively involved in adult education and political
activity. For example, according to the minutes
of the Estonian society, in the winter of 1910-11.
the following talks were given: Henry Kingsep
— Farm Organizations and Farm Management:
Henry Kinna — Alberta Politics; Peter Kost —
Socialism; August Posti — Estonian Literature:
Sam Kinna — the Russian Parliament, and K.
Onton — Scientific Discoveries. The subjects
reflected bath their old and new world interests.
By 1912, speakers were being warmed to keep
their speeches to one half hour, since meetings,

The Estonian women of the Linda Hall district were photographed during a meeting at the hall.



which included programs and entertainment,
were lasting until 3:00 a.m. Talks in the winter
of 1912-13 included ‘*Blacks and Socialist
organizations in the U.S.,”" **German Landlords
in Estonia,”" and **St. Augustine.’” After the out-
break of World War One, several members of
the organization gave talks denouncing the war
as resulting from the ruling class’ desire for pro-
fits. Not all of the Estonian settlers in the com-
munity were left-wing politically, but the main
community leaders were, and the activities of the
Estonian society had a definite left-wing
orientation.'!

The Estonians who settled in Medicine Valley
had a noteworthy penchant for co-operative
endeavours, as evidenced in the foundation of the
Eckville and Gilby co-operative company (1912),
a mutual fire insurance company, a cattle sale
co-operative, a savings and loan co-operative
bank. and strong support for the new Alberta
farmers’ organization. the United Farmers of
Alberta. And like Estonians who settled in other
parts of the province, they were also a particular-
ly innovative, pragmatic and self-reliant people.
They were determined to improve themselves and
their surroundings and had a strong scnse of
responsibility. not only to other Estonians but
also to the larger rural community of which they
became a part. They did not allow a lack of
technology to hinder their progress; when they
faced a technical problem, they simply built their
own machines. Henry Kingsep attached his horse
and oxen to a power shaft to create the power
for sawing lumber and milling grain: he also built
his own threshing machine and designed the com-
munity's first horse-drawn brush cutter, which
enabled them to clear land much faster than could
be done with an axe. With equal ingenuity, Mar-
tin Sestrap organized 20 families into a barbed-
wire telephone system. A switch located in his
house enabled him to transfer calls for
neighbours. which he and his family did as a
public service, along with delivering urgent
messages to neighbours who were without phone
service. Thus, with its gardens and livestock. its
wealth of practical skills and its inventiveness.
the Medicine Valley community was remarkably
self-sufficient. '

The women in the settlement were equally selt-
rehiant and adaptable: they worked closely with
their husbands in the pioneering venture and were
well respected. During harvest season when the
men were busy in the fields, the. women would
hitch up the family buggy and go to town to trans-

act business. They used spinning wheels to spin
wool for homemade woolen clothing and bed-
ding: they made pillows and quilts from goose
feathers and they devoted many hours to prepar-
ing and preserving food for their large families.
During the early years. the women also assum-
ed responsibility for handling medical problems.
since the nearest doctor was at Lacombe. 3¢
miles distant. In case of illness. they relied on
their own knowledge of herbal medicines and
disinfectants. Saunas were a particularly effec-
tive remedy for rhecumatism and arthritis. At
childbirth. they depended on those among them
who were experienced midwives, such as Emilie
Kingsep. who delivered many of the communi-
ty's children."

One notable aspect of the Eckville settlement
was the absence of both an Estonian church and
an Estonian minister. Though other Estonian set-
tlements in Alberta were smaller, they received
regular visits from an Estonian Lutheran minister.
At Eckville, however, the radical political
backgrounds of many of the settlers did not
dispose them toward the establishment-of a
church as the focal point of their group life. In
Junc. 1916, for example, the Estonian socicty

‘held a debate over whether or not the ruling

classes used organized religion as @ means of
enslaving the masses. with Kingsep arguing the
affirmative.

One account of an carly visit by the Lutheran
minister. john Sillak. to the scttlement tells of
the minister arriving on a Saturday night to a
gathering of the Estonian society. and being
angered that the settlers would dance the night
betore they were supposed to take communion.
When his scolding only served to irritate the
dancers. “"who danced even more wildly.™ he
collected his things. denounced the dancers and
departed. For most of the settlers. strong family
ties. self-sufficiency (where every cffort could
be seen in tangible results), commuhity co-
operation and a variety of cultural activities pro-
vided a rich and purposeful life."

The second major settlement of Estonians in
Alberta was located just south of Stettler and was
composed primarily of people who had previous-
ly left Estonia for the Tver region in the Russian
Empire. But the Estonian settlers had found the
cconomic conditions difficult and the climate par-
ticularly harsh in this region of Russia, so when
they learned about free homesteads and political
freedom in Canada. they decided to emigrate. In
1901, three men — John Neithal. John Oro and



Mike Rahu — left for Canada where they joined
Estonian settlers at Sylvan Lake. Their numbers
were soon bolstered by other Estonian im-
migrants from the Tver region and they began
looking elsewhere for a place to settle. In 1903,
some of the men located land ten miles south of
what would later become the town of Stettler.
Shortly thereafter, they were reinforced by other
families from Sylvan Lake and two years later
by refugees from the 1905 Russian revolution.
By late 1905, there were 60 Estonian households
in the area, divided into two groups, the largest
being located just south of Stettler in an area
which they named ‘‘Linda,”” the other at
“*Kalev’’ which was further south near Big
Valley. Both areas were named after legendary
Estonian figures. Among the earliest settlers,
besides the Neithals, Oros and Rahuus, were the
Hennel, Kelu, Kerbes, Kets, Klaus, Kroon,
Kutras, Olower, Reinglas, Saar and Tipman
families. '

The carly settlement, like the one at Eckville,
was 1solated. The town of Stettler did not come
into being until 1905 with the arrival of the CPR;
consequently , in the carly years, settlers had to
carry supplies on their backs from Red Deer, 80
miles distant. Like other pioneer Estonian set-
ters, they developed several technological in-
novations to meet the challenges they faced. For
example. one of the early Estonian settlers, Karl
Kroon, built his own flour mill of ficldstone,
which he chiseled nto a revolving grindstone that
was powered by a windmill. The gears of the mill
were made from hardwood. The men also work-
ed outside the community on railway construc-
tion, in logging camps and in coal mines to ob-
tain cash and they worked co-operatively in
establishing their farms.

Unlike their countrmen at Eckville the Linda
and Kalev settlers made religion an important part
of their lives. Most of them were devout
Lutherans and in 1906, they built a small, sim-
ple chapel furnished with their own hand-
fashioned altar, pulpit and benches. They had no
resident minister, but a traveling Estonian pastor,
John Sillak, came from Medicine Hat to preside
over their religious services (which were held in
Estonian), baptizing children, confirming young
people, consecrating the dead, and occasionally
officiating at marriages.

Cultural and social activities were also impor-
tant to the Stettler-area Estonians. In 1910 they
organized an agricultural club and the following
year they built Linda Hall in the centre of the

settlement. They used the hall for social and farm
meetings, dances, Estonian plays, concerts, wed-
dings and various other community gatherings.
They also established their own brass band and
developed a large library. Initially, activities were
limited to Estonians, but as the first generation
acquired greater fluency in English, members of
the surrounding community began to participate
in their Saturday night socials and card games.
During special celebrations, such as the annual
St. John the Baptist Day festivities, the Stettler
community was joined by Estonians from the
Eckville area. The Estonian pioneers were anx-
ious to have their children learn the Estonian
language and keep up their traditions, but use of
Estonian was forbidden in the public schools
which they attended. The second generation,
anxious to overcome the stigma of being con-
sidered *‘foreigners,’” leammed English quickly
and used Estonian only with their parents.'®

Unlike the Eckville settlement, the Stettler area
community did not experience continued growth.
Indeed, as ecarly as 1913, 15 {amilies left for the
United States and Australia, hoping to find bet-
ter cconomic conditions. Until World War Two,
the Linda Hall retained its Estonian-Cunadian
identity, since many second and third gencration
descendants of the onginal proneers remained:
but with their increased assimilation (most of the
second generation married outside of the Esto-
nian community) Linda Hall gradually came to
be used as a community centre by people of many
different cthnic backgrounds.

Despite the community’s limited growth dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s. the Estonian people of
the Linda Hall area made an important mark on
the Stettler area both as a community and as in-
dividuals. They sent many of their children on
for higher education, and they made an impor-
tant contribution to the development of the wheat
pool and co-operative movements in the Stettler
area.

The third largest Estonian settlement in Alberta
was located at Barons, in the heart of the pro-
vince’s southem wheat growing plains. The Esto-
nian settlers who came to Barons had first settl-
ed in the Crimea, where they were engaged in
mixed farming before migrating to South Dakota
at the turn of the century and from there to
Canada. Lisa Silverman, one of the daughters of
Jacob Erdman, a Barons pioncer, described their
coming to Alberta:

it was 1901 in May, when we landed in New
York. From there, by railroad, we went 1o Fort Pierre,
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The Estonian yvoung people’s group at Barons included many pioneer families of the area. Taken prior to 1908, this
photo includes, teft to right, front row: Gus Kulpas. Gus Kiwi and John Kulpas; middle row: George Mustin, Lisa
and Robert Erdman, Julia Reinstein, Ed Kiwi, and Maria Reinstein: back ron: Annette Uswelll Jucob NMalberg,

Natalic Kewe, Gust Frdman, Mary Uswelll and Alex hewe.

South Dakota. We were mer there by our old

Aricuds bty erowp of owrs were Jacoly Frd-
ment and family of ¢l persons, Anton Kulpas and

a famiidy of four persons; Peter Lenisman anid wife,

Mrs. Reinstein (a widow) and tvo daughters.

We staved in Soutie Dakora one and cone half vears

Then we decided 1o look for a bener place 1o live

Four of the men went to-leok for betrer homesteads.

Thev avere: J. Erdman, G Frdman. A0 Kulpas and

P Lenisman. None of these men could speak any

English, sothey ashed Mro John Kewe o acconpany

thentas an inierpreter. They went by train 10 Oregon,

but the land there veas already seuled. There they et

a Finlander swho knew dat in Atberia, Canada there

ways still good land available for homesieads, so they

travelled o Claresholm, where they were met by cager
land agents who drove them out casnvard.!”

By 1908, 26 Estonian families, most of them
from the Crimea. had settled in Barons. They
were soon able to become large scale farmers,
specializing in grain growing and cattle raising.
The Estonians at Barons formed a tightly-knit
community, with many of them being connected
by family ties. Like the Estonians at Linda Hall.

they organized church services to keep alive their

Lutheran heritage. and like the Estonians at both

Eckville and Linda Hall, they were noted for their

musical abilities, thew support of the co-operative

movement. therr emphasis on education. and
therr technofogical myentivencess.

There were two other Estonian settfements in
southern  Alberta. but due o unfuvourable
climatic condittons, they were short-tived. Like
those who settded near Barons: the seven Gmest-
v related) Estoman familics who honesteaded
in the Foremost arca south-ciast ot Lethbridge
beginning in 1906, had originally come from the
Crimea and had lived temporarily in South
Dakota. But these families. including the Meers.
Lindermans. Krasmans and Mursas. were not as
fortunate as the Barons settlers had been in their
choice of lund; the arca they chose was dry and
rocky and a homestead and preemption were
much too small to support a farm in an arid area.
Finally, during the 1920s there was a general ex-
odus from the arca. Twelve Estonian tamilics
also settled at Walsh, cast of Medicine Hat, be-
tween 1904 and 1906, but the land there was too
arid and the setdement was soon abandoned. ™

This first of three waves of Estonian immigra-
ton to Alberta was the largest and had the
greatest impact on the provinee: by 1916, there
were approximately SO0 Estonians in Alberta.



living in several small, scattered rural set-
tlements. During the inter-war years, a second
and smaller wave of Estonian immigration arriv-
ed from a newly-independent Estonia and was,
for the most part, absorbed into the existing
settlements.

Forty-six immigrants came to the Eckville area
during the 1920s and 1930s. Some of those who
came at this time married children of the
pioneers. Most, however, remained only tem-
porarily before leaving to find work in the cities
of Alberta, British Columbia and Ontario. Those
who were not able to earn enough to establish
their own farms, but remained in Alberta, fell
into a pattern of working as farm labourers dur-
ing the summer and autumn and then leaving for
the cities, where, during the winters of the
depression years, they subsisted on relief. The
newcomers had arrived just before the outbreak
of the Great Depression, and it was extremely
difficult to purchase and establish farms of their
own during the depression years. A few of the
newceomers were able to establish their own farms
with a combination of help from newly-acquired
wives and fathers-in-law, and endless work.
Most, however, left for other parts of Canada;
by the early 1940s, 29 of the 46 who had arriv-
ed in the Eckville area in the inter-war years had
left.™

The major demographic and social change
among Estonians in Alberta during the 1920s and
1930s resulted not from the arrival of new im-
migrants, but from the dispersal, urbanization
and assimilation of the second generation. To be
sure, Estonian activities continued to flourish in
the main rural settlements; indeed, the Estonian
Young People’s Society at Eckville reached its
peak of activity during the Great Depression,
when many young people had ample free time
because of restricted economic opportunities. But
those who left the settlements to further their
education or pursue economic interests usually
intermarried and lost touch with Estonian ac-
tivities. Many of Eckville’s young Estonian-
Canadians left their parents’” farms and moved
to other parts of central Alberta where they open-
cd small businesses, such as general stores, con-
struction companies, or repair shops. Others
became electricians, machinists, welders or
tradesmen.?®

Radical political activity among Estonians in
the Eckville area began to decline by the late
1920s for a variety of reasons. These included
the improving economic conditions of late 1920s
(many of the pioneers could now afford to hire

farm labourers); the growing impact of the new
immigrants (most of them were ‘“white™” or anti-
Communist); and the passing of some of the early
community leaders (Henry Kinsep died in 1929).
Radicalism also declined in the wake of disillu-
sionment over the failure of the communal ex-
periment of seven families who had returned to
Russia from Eckville in the early 1920s. Fired
by the utopian ideals of Russian communism and
disillusioned by economic and political condi-
tions in Canada, the group had returned to Russia
in 1923 to establish a commune, taking farm
equipment with them. But within two years, all
but two of the families were back in Eckville,
impoverished and somewhat disillusioned. With
the decline of radicalism, the Estonian socicty
gradually lost its political orientation and became
primarily a cultural organization.”!

By the time of the Second World War, the
organized Estonian community in Alberta was
in decline. Many of the pioneer generation had
passed away during the 1930s and 1940s. The
Estonians’ small numbers and scattered set-
tlements, their emphasis on education and
minimal prejudice against them led to their soon
becoming a part of the mainstrcam of Alberta
society. This process was given added impetus
during World War Two when many young men
from the Estonian settlements joined the armed
forces. However, the arrival after the war of a
new wave of Estonian immigrants injected new
vigour into the Estonian activitics in southem and
central Alberta and lead to the first significant
concentrations of Estonians in Edmonton and
Calgary.

In 1944, with the Soviet Army approaching.
nearly 72,000 refugees (or nine percent of the
total population) left Estonia, many cscapiag to
Sweden in small boats, but the majority cross-
ing Latvia and Lithuania to Germany under very
arduous conditions. The refugees then began their
long wait in Sweden or in the refugee camps of
Germany, hoping to obtain immigration visas to
other countries. The Canadian government did
not take an active interest in their plight until the
fall of 1948. In the meantime, as carly as 1945,
the Soviet government began pressing the
western powers to extradite Estonian army of-
ficers, some of whom had been drafted into the
German army as Soviet citizens during the war-
time occupation of Estonia by Germany. Well
aware of the fate which awaited them at the hands
of the Soviets, they desperately tried to emigrate
elsewhere.

When it appeared that the Swedish govern-
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ment, under pressure from the Soviet Umion,
might extradite and Baltic
retugees and with Canadian ofTicials incapable
of helping since they were enmeshed in their own
red tupe, some of the Estonians had little choice
but to set out tor North America in small 30 to
40 toot vessels. Thirty-five boats made this
vovagee between 1945 and 19515 nine of the boats
and 987 Estonian refugees arrived in Canada.
The Canadian govemment response to the arrival
of Canada’s tirst “boat people” was basically
eenerous. All normal immigration procedures
were waived and all but 12 were altowed to re-
main i Canada. Eventually  the Canadian
sovernment unravelled the red tape and a total
of 5.000 Estonians came to Canada  from
Sweden.?

bstontans other

However, 1t was not casy tor Estonians to
come to Canada mimediately after the war. Dur-
ing this pertod, the Canadian government prefer-
red single., uneducated immigrants who would be
suitable for the unskitled manual labour and farm
jobs which were ditficult to fill with Canadian
workers. Under these circumstances. one of the
few wavs for Estonians to emigrate as families
was to come under the sponsorship of Canadian

the ! fida Hall distoct.

ciiizens  In respunse o this need. memtbers of
Alberta’s exintiig BEatonman community sponsored
anuntber of fumiiies: consequently. many of the
Estontans swho camie to Albertacat this tme work-
ed first on farms at Eckville, Barons or Stettler.
Others found sponsors on sugar beet farms i the
Lethbridge arca or were sponsored by the CPR.
Becatise of their hasty flight from Estonia. some
arrived with fittle more than the clothes they were
wearing.

Thus, flecing the potitical upheaval
precipitated by Warld War Two, 13521 Esto-
mans imnugrated to Canada between 1946 and
1955, Although the majority settled m Ontario,
approximately 400 came to Alberta, helping to
push the number of people of Estonian origin i
the provinee from 819 in 1951 o 1115 in
1961 .+

The social and professional composition of the
Estontan refugees was diversified but most were
from middle-class backgrounds and many were
professionals. Among those who came 1o Alberta
were engineers. architects. veterinarians, medical
doctors, dentists, clerks, tradesmen. army of-
ficers. lawyers und teachers. some of whom had
been pronunent personalities  in Estonia.



Although most were originally placed as farm
hands, few had any direct farming experience.
As with other post-war refugees, most abandon-
ed Alberta farms after their one year contracts
and looked for more suitable employment in the
cities. For example, only two of the 13 Estonian
families who came to the Eckville area after the
war remained in the area. In Calgary and Edmon-
ton, they found jobs relatively easily but mostly
as blue-collar workers. Later, some tried to re-
establish themselves in their professions.

Although most of the Estonian immigrants
were bilingual in either German or Russian, most
were not fluent in English and this was the main
obstacle to their pursuing previous occupations.
Nor did cities in Alberta, unlike those on the
West coast or in the East, provide conditions con-
ducive to the immigrants establishing indepen-
dent businesses. Consequently, most who were
ultimately able to realize their desires for upward
mobility did so through the most readily available
Jjob markets — the burcaucracies of the civil serv-
ice in Edmonton and the oil industry in
Calgary.* .

The Estonians who settled in Alberta after the
war felt the need to organize social and cultural
activities. Although their primary reasons for
establishing  these organizations were social,
political motives also were strong. Estonia’s tur-
bulent history bred an intense nationalism. These
sentiments were heightened for many of the post-
war immigrants, who had been deeply commit-
ted to their country’s independence and then had
been forced to flee by wartime events. Conse-
quently, some maintained a "refugee mentality,”
marked by a persistent desire to hope and fight
for an independent. non-Communist Estonia to
which they can someday retum.

Estonians in Calgary and Edmonton began
organizations in 1949 and both groups were af-
filiated with national oreanizations. Membership
in the new organizations included virtually all
Estonians in each centre, as well as those in
Barons and Eckville. The focus of organizational
activity in the urban centres was the celebration
of Estonian Independence Day. but the groups
also initiated displays of ethnic arts and crafts,
and held concerts fcaturing the performance of
national dances and songs. Each summer during
the 1950s, Estonians from across the province
gathered in Eckville for a traditional mid-summer
festival which included bonfires, dancing and
singing. In Edmonton the society organized
recreational and sports trips, which the refugees

bis)

welcomed as opportunitics to escape from their
crowded apartments. Several times a year, the
organizations also invited travelling Lutheran
ministers from eastern centres to provide religious
services. Monetary support for the Toronto-based
Estonian National Committec and the Estonian
Relief Committee was strong in both cities. The
community activities provided a place where
Estonians could meet and discuss their common
problems, including information on ways of ob-
taining better jobs or housing.

The post-war displaced persons and the
second-generation Estonian Canadians from the
rural communities had little in common and the
latter generally did not participate in the activities
of the newly-founded urban Estonian societics.
However, the Medicine Valley Estonian Socic-
ty provided a point of contact for the different
waves of immigrants. The gulf between the left-
wing refugees from the 1905 revolution and the
strongly anti-Communist post-World War Two
refugees was a potential source of strain. But by
the latc 1940s and early 1950s, most of the
pioneer generation had passed away and the
political views of the second generation were
usually different from their parents. Nevertheless,
differences in perspective between the Canadian-
born and the newcomers created misunderstand-
ings. The new arrivals suspected the existing
Estonian community of having Communist sym-
pathies, while the Canadian-born, who were
committed to complete integration into Canadian
society and did not want to be treated as
"different,” could not understand and at times
resented the intense nationalism of the newly-
arrived political refugees.™

For a variety of reasons, Alberta’s Estonians
have now largely disappeared as a distinet pan
of the provincial mosaic. The second and third
generation offspring of both the pioncer genera-
tion and the post-war refugees are now almost
completely integrated into Alberta society. Esto-
nian clubs in Edmonton and Calgary cach have
less than one hundred members and activities
have declined to only a few meetings during the
year. Also, after years of declining activity, the
Medicine Valley Estonian Socicty disbanded in
1979.

While the Estonian presence and identity in
Alberta is not readily apparent, it has not com-
pletely disappeared. Numbers and organizational
activity may be limited, but there are still some
Estonian immigrants and people of Estonian
origin whose frames of reference and world
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Rev. John Sillak was an Estonian Lutheran minister
who visited most of the settlements in Alberta.

views include an awareness of developments in
Estonia and of the presence and concerns of Esto-
nians around the world. Even among  the
Canadian-born who are completely removed
from organized Estonian-Canadian life, there is
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