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Introduction

The Red River Valley has long been an area of challenges due to 
periodic flooding attributable in large part to its drainage basin 
occupying the near level bed of former Glacial Lake Agassiz 
(Rannie 1998; Bower 2011). This has necessitated the need to 
create drainage works and protection with ring dikes. Despite 
this, the fertile clay-loam soils have yielded their bounty, and 
successful harvests in most years have sustained a modest popu-
lation.

The valley has been an Indigenous travel zone for thousands 
of years, an area of passage for fur traders moving between The 
Forks and the Pembina bison wintering grounds, the setting for 
the refugee journey of Selkirk Settlers in dispute with the North-
West Company, and the home for countless settlers seeking a 
new start on the fertile prairies. An early railway on the east side 
of the Red River from St. Paul, Minnesota to Winnipeg, and 
subsequent rail lines to the west plus an extensive network of 
roads have facilitated communication and enabled the transport 
of grain, goods, and people.

The field trip focuses on the past and present geography and 
history of this portion of southern Manitoba. Special attention 
is placed on the changing composition of agricultural produc-
tion, settlement origins and the area’s francophone population, 

the economic structure of communities, and the importance of 
ring dikes in providing protection from periodic floods. The field 
trip progresses in a general southerly direction along Highway 
75 towards the international border at Emerson (Figure 1). This 
journey passes through prairie farmland and small communities 
fringing the west bank of the Red River. It encompasses the most 
southerly reaches of the Rural Municipality (RM) of Morris, the 
entire north-south extent of the RM of Montcalm, before enter-
ing the RM of Emerson-Franklin approximately 4 km north of 
the international border. The straight-line distance from Morris 
to the border is 39 km. By road this distance increases slightly to 
41 km. In contrast, because of its many meanders, the length of 
a similar journey by the Red River is 74 km.

Agriculture

Agriculture has long been practised in the Red River Valley. 
The Aboriginal peoples supplemented their hunter-gathering 
diet by utilizing the staple plants of corn, beans, and squash—
the ‘Three Sisters’—an intercrop planting system that supplied 
easily stored plant-based food over long winter seasons (Figure 
2). With the introduction of commercial agriculture in the late 
C19th, grains such as wheat and barley formed the mainstay of 
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Figure 1 
Regional setting of the field trip 
Source: Canada Department of Energy, Mines and Resources

the agricultural economy in the RMs of Morris and Montcalm. 
This situation has changed somewhat in recent decades as wheat 
and barley have been pushed down the preferred crops chain 
by soybeans, canola, corn, and sunflowers. Interest in peas is 
also increasing with establishment of a new processing facility 
in Portage la Prairie, Manitoba. In 2017, a cool wet spring meant 
it was difficult to get seeding done, but subsequent slow drying 
of soils made for deep-rooted crops and high yields. Average 
crop yields in late September were reported as: soybeans 30 to 
35 bu/acre, wheat 80 to 100 bu/acre, and oats 110 to 180 bu/acre 
(Province of Manitoba 2017).

Modern agriculture benefits from careful scientific work 
conducted at experimental farms such as Kelburn Farm, a 700 
acre (283 ha) research farm located about 10 km south of Win-

nipeg in the RM of Ritchot (Figures 3 to 5), and nearby Bruce 
D. Campbell Farm and Discovery Centre which is affiliated with 
the University of Manitoba’s Faculty of Agriculture and Food 
Sciences (Figure 6). Research at the farms advances informa-
tion on plant varieties that can adapt to changing climate and 
the changing tastes of consumers. Their outreach also includes 
active support of education by organizations such as Agriculture 
in the Classroom, which encourages the next generation to be 
knowledgeable consumers and supporters of expenditures that 
seek improvement in nutrition and health. Visits to these experi-
mental sites are strongly recommended.

As in other parts of Canada, the number of farms in the val-
ley has continued its long-term decline whilst average farm size 
has tended to increase. Between 2011 and 2016, the number of 
farms in the, RM of Morris declined from 218 to 201 (−7.8%), 
and those in the RM of Montcalm from 88 to 76 (−13.6%) (Sta-
tistics Canada 2017a). In the RM of Montcalm the modal class 
of farm increased from 1120 to 1599 acres, to 1600 to 2239 acres 
(Statistics Canada 2017b). At the same time, the number of very 
large farms equal to or greater than 2240 acres remained un-
changed at 18, but increased from 20% to 24% of all farms. 
Of the 76 farms in the RM of Montcalm, 68 (89%) were en-
gaged in oilseed and grain farming. Chicken and egg produc-
tion, and hay farming each accounted for two (3%) farms, with 
beef cattle ranching, dairy cattle and milk production, goat farm-
ing, and horse and equine production, each accounting for one 
(1%) farm. Corresponding data for the RM of Morris suggest 
a slightly greater degree of diversification, possibly reflecting 
closer proximity to the Winnipeg market. Despite this, oilseed 
and grain farming still dominated and accounted for 153 of 201 

Figure 2 
The ‘Three Sisters’ of Indigenous agriculture—corn, beans, and 
squash—at Lower Fort Garry 
Photography: D. McDowell



David McDowell

ISSN 1911-581463Prairie Perspectives: Geographical Essays 2018, 20: 61–71

A field trip guide to selected settlements

Figure 3 
Experimental plots of oats and soybeans at Kelburn Farm 
Photography: D. McDowell

(76%) farms. Other specializations included 14 (7%) hog and 
pig farms, nine (4%) beef cattle ranches, six (3%) poultry and 
egg farms, and five (2%) greenhouse, nursery and floriculture 
operations.

Morris

Originally known as Scratching River, Morris was incorporated 
in 1883 and named after the Honourable Alexander Morris, the 
first Chief Justice in the Court of Queen’s Bench and second 
Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba. The town was established at 
the river crossing of the Morris and Red rivers, following an era 
of fur trade and roaming Métis hunters. With the coming of the 
Red River Valley Railway in 1887–1888 (Joyal n.d.), the area 
prospered as a major trading centre mid-way between Winnipeg 

and the international border, and played a role as a major stop 
on the Great or Jefferson Highway extending from Winnipeg to 
New Orleans (Henry 2016). In Manitoba, this stretch of road 
was formerly designated as Highway 14, and is now identified 
as Highway 75.

Morris is the largest community visited on the field trip and 
functions as a service centre for smaller communities in the val-
ley, such as St. Jean Baptiste and Rosenort. Canadian Pacific and 
Canadian National rail lines integrate the community into the 
wider North American trade network through linkage to Winni-
peg’s Centreport. Between 2011 and 2016, the population of the 
town increased from 1,797 to 1,885 (4.9%), an indication per-
haps of a healthy local economy (Statistics Canada 2017c). This 
viewpoint is supported by the recent upgrading of Cargill’s farm 
service centre, which features expanded rail capacity and grain 
handling facilities, and by the development of a new residential 

Figure 4 
Experimental plots of wheat at Kelburn Farm 
Photography: D. McDowell

Figure 5 
Experimental crop of flax at Kelburn Farm 
Photography: D. McDowell

Figure 6 
Grain samples at Bruce D. Campbell Food and Development 
Centre 
Photography: D. McDowell
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Figure 7 
Morris and immediate environs showing encircling ring dike 
Source: Canada Department of Energy, Mines and Resources

subdivision southeast of the town (Figure 7). Next to employ-
ment in health care and social assistance (15%), employment in 
agriculture (12%) forms the mainstay of the community. Other 
prominent sectors are construction (11%), retailing (10%), and 
manufacturing (9%). The latter sector includes the manufacture 
of agricultural equipment and steel buildings. Important region-
al services include the 23-bed Morris General Hospital, offices 
of the Red River Valley School Division, a detachment of the 
RCMP, and the provision of services to the agricultural commu-
nity. Local amenities include a six-sheet curling rink, which fea-
tures coaching clinics using modern audio visual equipment. An 
important international service is provided by Wood Bay Turf 
Technologies whose ten employees serve North America golf 
course grooming from the former Andres Winery building. Not 
least, Morris is noted as the home of the Manitoba Stampede and 

Exhibition, an annual event which features the largest profes-
sional rodeo east of Calgary, Alberta.

The disastrous flood of 1950 inundated Morris and other 
communities throughout the length of the Red River Valley (Fig-
ures 8 to 10). The flood prompted excavation of the Red River 
Floodway and Portage Diversion channel to protect Winnipeg 
but small communities such as Morris were left unprotected. 
Following a lesser flood in 1966, a series of ring dikes was con-
structed to protect Morris and other vulnerable communities to 

Figure 8 
Extent of 1950 flood in the Red River Valley 
Source: Manitoba Department of Natural Resources. Redrawn by 
Weldon Hiebert
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Figure 9 
Inundation of Morris during 1950 flood 
Source: RM of Morris (2018)

the south of Winnipeg. These measures, are credited with avert-
ing extensive property damage from the 1997 ‘Flood of the 
Century’ when floodwaters far exceeded those of 1950 (Rannie 
1998). Since 1997, additional dikes have been constructed and 
existing structures have been raised (Manitoba n.d.). Figure 11 
presents a low level oblique view of Morris sitting snug and dry 
within its ring dike during the 1997 flood. The channel of the 

Red River is picked out by the parallel line of trees at the centre 
right margin of the image, with the confluence of the Red and 
Morris rivers identified by the arrow on the outside curve of the 
meander.

After a short loop out to the east of Morris on Highway 23 
to view to an oxbow lake and to note the cottonwoods (Popu-
lus deltoides) forming a riverside forest (Figure 7), the field trip 
proceeds south on Highway 75. The near level or isotropic form 
of the Red River Valley is evident in all directions. Between the 
bridging points on Provincial Road 200 at Emerson and High-
way 23 at Morris, the Red River drops approximately 2 m  as 
it meanders in a general northerly direction. This virtually im-
perceptible change is evident in the topographic maps included 
in this guide, which show the 750 ft. (228.6 m) contour closely 
fringing the banks of the Red River and its tributaries for much 
of the distance from Emerson to Morris. 

Before proceeding further ‘up’ the valley, a note on rural lo-
cation numbering is of interest. The former section, township, 
and range survey system, out from the Prime Meridian, a north-
south line 4.5 miles (7.2 km) west of Morris (Figure 7) and north 
from the USA border, needed clarification in the era of EMO 
vehicle responses. To this end, The Civic Addressing Standard 
for Manitoba provided a new numbering system, which gives 
addresses in 20 m intervals by road numbers north of the USA 
border, and east or west of the Prime Meridian, and thereby al-
lows for more precise place-finding (Province of Manitoba n.d.; 
WikiProject Canada 2018).

St. Jean Baptiste

St. Jean Baptiste is an unincorporated community in the RM of 
Montcalm (Figure 12). The community was first settled by Métis 
from St. Norbert, a suburb of present day Winnipeg. Originally 
founded as the settlement of Grosse Pointe near the confluence 
of Plum Creek with the Red River, it was renamed Mission de 
la Rivière aux Prunes. Following the arrival of 20 families from 
Quebec and the eastern USA, the community was given its cur-
rent name by Bishop Taché in 1872 in honour of the patron 
saint of French-Canadians. Today, the cultural foundations of 
the community are reflected in its large Roman Catholic par-
ish church, Église de Saint-Jean-Baptiste dating from 1877, the 
Roman Catholic cemetery consecrated in 1882, and the former 
Couvent des Soeurs des Saints Noms de Jésus et de Marie. The 
church features a prominent bell tower, and is constructed from 
Tyndall stone, the same highly fossiliferous Ordovician lime-
stone used in the construction of the Canadian Parliament Build-
ings in Ottawa, and the Manitoba and Saskatchewan legislative 
buildings. The convent was built between 1897 and 1898 in the 
Second Empire architectural style featuring a mansard roof, 
dormer windows, and a central pavilion. It is designated a pro-
vincial historic site. Street names include Rue Fillion and Baie 
Valcourt, but also the seemingly linguistically confused Che-
min du Park. Today, 43% of the community identify French as 
their mother tongue and first official language spoken (Statistics 
Canada 2017c). Other evidence of the continuing strength of the 

Figure 10 
Main Street Morris during 1950 flood 
Source: RM of Morris (2018)

Figure 11 
Morris during 1997 ‘Flood of the Century’ 
Photography: Province of Manitoba

↓
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Figure 12 
St. Jean Baptiste and regional environs showing the confluence of 
the Plum and Red rivers 
Source: Canada Department of Energy, Mines and Resources

francophone community is reflected in the presence of a French 
language high school, École Régionale Saint-Jean-Baptitse.

Between 2011 and 2016, the population of St. Jean Baptiste 
increased from 552 to 563 (2.0%) (Statistics Canada 2017c). 
Employment in health care and social assistance (24%) consti-
tutes the largest industrial sector. Other important sectors are 
retailing (13%), construction (13%), and agriculture and other 
primary industries (11%). In 2011, the Roy Legumex pulse han-
dling facility amalgamated with Walker Seeds, and was then 
sold to Scoular, a USA-based grain handling company. This 
company originally worked with specialty crops, but now forms 
part of the company’s handling facilities. Other agriculture re-
lated enterprises include NuVision Commodities Incorporated, 
a specialized grain and feed hauling and shipping company. 
NuVision operates a certified CN agricultural transload facility 
from two elevators including a former Manitoba Pool elevator 

dating from 1950. The latter features a traditional gable roof de-
sign and tall gabled cupola, an annex (1965), and three large 
steel storage bins. Today, the Co-op gas bar, and Caisse Popular 
provide a reminder of a major organizational feature found in 
many prairie towns, as farmers sought to gain control though 
mutual help. The town has the typical T-street layout with Rail-
way Street paralleling the CN line and minor streets running off 
it at right angles. As with other communities in the valley, St. 
Jean Baptiste is protected by a ring dike, with potential flood 
water advancing down the Plum River from the west as well as 
the Red River from the south.

A bridge across the Red River replaced an earlier ferry ser-
vice in 1947, and perhaps earlier. Here and elsewhere along the 
valley there is a constant battle to maintain bridges in the flood 
zone. At St. Jean Baptiste the 1947 bridge was demolished in 
2013 when slumping of the river banks lead to its structural fail-
ure. To date, a replacement bridge has not been built. Residents 
wishing travel to the east bank must now either travel 10 km (6 
mi) north to Morris or 16 km (10 mi) south to Letellier to cross 
the river. The loss of the bridge and the dislocation it contin-
ues to cause points to the lingering isolation and vulnerability 
of small communities in the valley, and more generally in rural 
Manitoba.

Letellier

Letellier is an unincorporated settlement in the RM of Montcalm 
located approximately 26 km south of Morris and 15 km north of 
the international border (Figure 13). Originally identified as the 
Métis community of Saint Pie, it was renamed Letellier in 1879 
upon the arrival of francophone immigrants from Quebec and 
the USA. A point of interest is provided by the Letellier Cairn, 
which describes the Roseau Route, or the war road of the Sioux 
leading from (to) the Lake of the Woods. It commemorates the 
earliest route to the West, first used in 1733 by the French ex-
plorer La Jemmeraye, who in 1736 was buried near the mouth of 
the Roseau River during the return trip. The plaque was unveiled 
in 1936 by the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada.

Today, the population of around 440 persons remains pre-
dominantly francophone. Sadly, unlike in St. Jean Baptiste, 
none of the street names in Letellier appear to reflect anything of 
the community’s Métis-Québécois heritage. The community is 
noted for its vernacular house styles, particularly the traditional 
Prairie cubic. In terms of function, Letellier serves as a centre 
for first responders and municipal government. Its continuing 
role in serving the agricultural community is expressed through 
the siting of Richardson Pioneer’s modern grain elevator on the 
CN line approximately 2 km north of the community. As well as 
taking crop from the area, the elevator serves the Kelburn Farm 
research facility. It has a capacity of 16,300 tonnes and provision 
for over 100 grain cars.

Letellier is associated with Norbert Jutras (1856−1929), a 
cleric who is recognized as a ‘Memorable Manitoban.’ Jutras 
was born in Canada East, where he studied at Nicolet Semi-
nary. In 1880, he came to Manitoba before being ordained to the 



David McDowell

ISSN 1911-581467Prairie Perspectives: Geographical Essays 2018, 20: 61–71

A field trip guide to selected settlements

priesthood in 1882. He began his ministry at St. Pie about 6 km 
southwest of Letellier, and in 1889 moved to the community, 
where he became known as the ‘Apostle of Mixed Farming.’ 
Jutras wrote on agricultural reform for many years, especially in 
the French-language journals of the province. He was a staunch 
advocate of modern machinery, and is celebrated as a member of 
the Manitoba Agricultural Hall of Fame.

Roseau River Reserve 2

The reserve occupies a wedge-shaped 22.2 km2 (8.6 mi2) tract 
of land bordering the right bank of the Red River where it is 
bisected by the Roseau River (Figure 13). The river has a un-
usual configuration. From its source near Lake of the Woods in 
the USA the river flows in a general northwesterly direction to a 

point just north of its confluence with the Red River from where 
it takes a sharp turn to run south to the junction. Much of the 
reserve occupies land between the two rivers with a consequent 
heightened danger from flooding. The closely settled part of the 
reserve is located south of (i.e., above) the confluence of the riv-
ers. Even so, this is a highly flood prone location and, in contrast 
to most communities in the valley, this area was not ring diked 
until after the 1997 flood.

Unlike other communities presented in this guide, the popu-
lation of the reserve declined between 2011 and 2016 from 588 
to 558 (−5.1%) (Statistics Canada 2017c). The reason for this 
decline is unknown but could be attributable to one or more of 
several factors including declining birth rate, economic outmi-
gration, or simply under reporting in the census record. In 2015, 
the employed labour force comprised only 70 persons. Of this 
total, the greatest number was employed in construction (29%), 
with public administration (21%), health care and social assis-
tance (21%), educational services (14%), and retailing (14%) 
accounting for the rest (Statistics Canada 2017c). In view of the 
small size of the numbers involved, the sample nature of the 
data, and rounding to a base of 5, these data should be viewed 
with caution.

St. Joseph Museum

St. Joseph is a small francophone community with a popula-
tion of about 200 located in the RM of Montcalm approximately 
6.2 km directly west of Letellier along Provincial Road 201. On 
leaving Letellier the field trip passes the operations of Seed-Ex, 
a grains handling and exporting company which exports malting 
barley, soybean, and high protein wheat to the United States, and 
from where it imports corn and animal feeds including dried dis-
tillers grains (DDG) for Canadian livestock producers. Seed-Ex 
is a business success story founded in 1996 by local business-
man Roger Barnabe.

Access to the St. Joseph Museum (Figure 14) is from the 
grandly named Brais Boulevard. The museum is constructed as 
a pioneer village, featuring an agricultural village, tourism cen-
tre, and campground. Buildings include the Perron House from 

Figure 13 
Regional setting of Letellier and the flood prone Roseau River  
Reserve 2 
Source: Canada Department of Energy, Mines and Resources

Figure 14 
Bilingual signage at Musée St. Joseph Museum 
Photography: D. McDowell
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1850 (the collectors of many of the artifacts on display), Union 
Point School (from near Ste Agathe), a church, general store, 
typical farm buildings, exhibits of tractors and other agricultural 
machinery, a blacksmith’s shop, leather workshop, woodwork-
ing shop, one of the largest collections of stationary engines in 
the Canadian West, and a heritage display of the once important 
Manitoba sugar beet industry (Friesen 1962). The latter industry 
collapsed in 1997 when the sugar processing plant in Fort Garry, 
Winnipeg closed with the loss of 82 full-time jobs (Robertson 
and Davis 2017). This action left 230 sugar beet growers with no 
buyer for their product. Closure was forced by the 1995 General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, which allowed the USA gov-
ernment to restrict Canadian exports of sugar-containing prod-
ucts and to levy barriers on refined sugar from Canada.

The Parent Tourism Centre

The Tourism Centre (Figure 15) is a timber-frame structure 
decorated with murals by Manitoba artist Hubert Théroux. It in-
troduces highlights of the museum’s collections. The museum’s 
45,000 artifacts are normally housed in the buildings of the his-
torical and agricultural villages, which are open to the public 
during summer months. The centre has a gallery for artifacts and 
travelling exhibits, a meeting room, workshop, and gift shop. A 
permanent gallery is dedicated to the unique Laurent Fillion col-
lection of cameras.

St. Joseph is also the location of Manitoba’s second major 
wind farm, the first being the St. Leon Wind Farm located west 
of Miami. The St. Joseph Wind Farm was commissioned in 
March of 2011 by San Francisco-based Pattern Energy Group 
at a cost of $345 million. Originally planned as a 300 megawatt 
(MW) installation, the 138 MW project consists of 60 Siemens 
turbines, each with a nameplate capacity of 2.3 MW (Energy 
Manitoba n.d.). The turbines are set on towers that are 80 m 
high, or about the same height as a 20-storey office building 
(Figure 16). They generate enough power to serve the needs of 
50,000 homes, an amount equivalent to 16% of households in 
Winnipeg. The project is distributed over an area of 125 km2 
(over 30,000 acres) of privately owned agricultural land in the 
RMs of Montcalm and Rhineland. Critical electrical equipment 
in each tower has been installed well above ground level. This 

Figure 15 
Parent Tourism Centre 
Photography: D. McDowell

provision plus the siting of the towers on a low ridge is intended 
to avoid the risks associated with periodic floods of the Red Riv-
er (Caulfield 2010). The turbine blades are positioned to maxi-
mize generation potential from prevailing northwesterly winds 
in winter and southerly winds in summer. During wind genera-
tion, water can be stored for hydro generation during calm wind 
times.

Fort Dufferin

Fort Dufferin (Figure 17) is located on the west bank of the 
Red River approximately 3.4 km (2 mi) north of the interna-
tional border. Approaching from the north, it can be accessed 
from Highway 75 by turning east along Road 3 North then south 
along Manchester Avenue. Alternatively, if travelling from the 
south, the fort can be reached from the community of West 
Lynne by proceeding east along Merrick Avenue then north on 
Manchester Avenue.

The fort asserted Canadian sovereignty in the region from 
1873 to 1879, and was a major location for the British-Canadian 
contingent of the North American Border Commission from 
1872 to 1874 (Manitoba Historical Society 1992). It was also 
the site of the famous assembly for the 1874 ‘March West’ of 

Figure 16 
Turbines at Pattern Energy Group’s St. Joseph Wind Farm 
Photography: Weldon Hiebert

Figure 17 
Fort Dufferin in 1874 
Source: Archives of Manitoba
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the newly formed North-West Mounted Police, and between 
1875 and 1879 served as the immigration station for steamboats 
entering Canada via the Red River. The fort was abandoned 
in 1879 following the completion in 1878 of the rail line from 
St. Boniface—variously known as the Emerson Line or Pem-
bina Branch—along the east side of the Red River. The railway 
forced closure of steamboat services and loss of the fort’s func-
tion as an immigration and quarantine station. Following aban-
donment, the Canadian government sold the property.

Fort Dufferin was designated a National Historic Site in 
1937. Despite this, many of the buildings are in a bad state of 
repair. Conservation and restoration initiatives are now evident 
with work being shared by local residents, the Canadian gov-
ernment, and the RCMP Veterans Association. Today, the site 
includes a worthy museum which is open to the public during 
summer months.

As a bonus, the site provides access to two trails—the Trans 
Canada Trail, and the Forgotten Forests Trail. The latter is a 
1.6 km (1 mi) pathway through riparian forest skirting the Red 
River (Rivers West 2004). Interpretive signs explain the impor-
tant features of the ecosystem as the trail descends to the river 
through three forested zones—terrace, floodplain, and channel 
shelf. Each zone is associated with different species such as bur 
oak (Quercus macrocarpa), American elm (Ulmus americana), 
and eastern cottonwood (Populus deltoides), the presence or ab-
sence of these being largely determined by seasonal flooding, 
variable erosion and deposition of sediments, and, historically at 
least, resistance to natural grass fires from the adjacent prairie. 
Walking the trail provides an opportunity for gentle exercise, 
enlightenment, and quiet reflection.

Emerson

Emerson is located on the right-hand bank of the Red River 
in the RM of Emerson-Franklin (Figure 18). It is named after 
the writer Ralph Waldo Emerson. This small border commu-
nity was once touted to become a major city. One factor in this 
optimism was the arrival in 1878 of the Saint Paul and Pacific 
Railroad from St. Paul, Minnesota, which joined with the Em-
erson Branch from St. Boniface, the last spike being driven at 
Dominion City 16 km northeast of Emerson. Between 1880 and 
1883, the community boomed and grew quickly to reach a popu-
lation of around 10,000. Many fine public buildings were built 
during this period and survived into the 1960s. Regrettably, all 
have been lost as a consequence of flood damage or fire (Ewens 
1995). The neo-classical Court House and Town Hall on Church 
Street was built in 1917 to replace a building of similar func-
tion which had been destroyed by fire. Elsewhere several fine 
residential structures still survive from Emerson’s boom years. 
They include Fairbanks Mansion located between Second and 
Third Streets, and Bryce House at 99 Assiniboine Street. De-
spite its very promising start, Emerson is now designated as a 
lowly local urban district. In 2016, it had a population of only 
678 (Statistics Canada 2017c). Even so, this reflected a modest 
increase of 2% since 2011.

Today, an abandoned railway station reflects the long disap-
pearance of passenger rail service, but Emerson is still the cross-
ing point for CP and CN rail lines linking with Soo and BNSF 
rail lines in the USA. In 2003, the Emerson East Customs Port 
facilitating road crossings to Minnesota was closed. This loca-
tion was the site of major unregulated refugee crossing from the 
USA in the winter of 2016–2017, with danger to life and limb 
and a cause of great concern to local residents.

Employment in retailing (19%) constitutes Emerson’s larg-
est industrial sector (Statistics Canada 2017c). Other important 
sectors are transportation and warehousing (15%), accommoda-
tion and food services (13%), and public administration (13%). 
Presumably, employment in the transportation sector reflects 
Emerson’s function as a border crossing point to the USA, and 
the convergence of road and rail routes. Perhaps surprisingly, 
employment in agriculture and other primary industries ac-
counts for a relatively modest 6% of total employment.

Like other communities in the valley, Emerson has experi-
enced periodic setbacks caused by flooding of the Red River 

Figure 18 
Convergence of water, road and rail routes at Emerson 
Source: Canada Department of Energy, Mines and Resources
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(Figures 19), but is now protected by a ring dike (Figure 20). 
This ring dike is much like others in the valley with the im-
portant distinction that it crosses the international border to en-
close the small community of Noyes, Minnesota, and the Port 
of Noyes Customs and Immigration Station. The latter was de-
commissioned in 2006 following the aforementioned closure of 
the Emerson East Customs Port. Border crossings by road are 
now restricted to the west side of the Red River where they are 
conducted through upgraded customs and immigration facilities 
at West Lynne on Highway 75 in Canada, and at a point approxi-
mately 4 km north of Pembina on Interstate 29 in the USA.

Memorable Manitobans

Several ‘Memorable Manitobans’ are associated with the post-
contact settlement of the area (MHS 2017). Alexandre ‘Buffalo’ 
Ayotte (1859–1932) was a noted bison conservationist. He rein-
troduced the prairie icon from Montana to Alberta and the rest of 
the West. Arthur Lucien Beaubien (1879−1971) was a hotelier, 
farmer, and Reeve of the RM of Montcalm. He served as the 
Member of Parliament for Provencher from 1921 to 1940 and 
as Senator for Provencher from 1940 to 1969 during which time 
he acted as a government (1951 to 1957 and 1964 to 1969) and 
opposition (1958 to 1962) whip. Today, the federal electoral dis-
tricts of Portage-Lisgar and Provencher are served respectively 
by Hon. Candice Bergen and Ted Falk. In provincial politics, the 
electoral districts of Morris and Emerson are served by Shannon 
Martin and Cliff Graydon. All representatives are members of 
the Conservative Party of Canada or Progressive Conservative 
Party of Manitoba.
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Figure 19 
Main Street Emerson during 1950 Flood 
Source: RM of Morris (2018)

Figure 20 
Looking south on Main Street, Emerson with the ring dyke at cen-
tre right of image 
Photography: D. McDowell
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