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Melfort is a small town of some 6000 people in Saskatchewan’s 
Carrot River Valley. This field trip focuses on the area’s settle-
ment history and the town’s attempts to preserve and commemo-
rate its agricultural and civic heritage. The settlement was es-
tablished as a station stop on the Canadian Northern railway in 
1904 and given the name Melfort by one of the settlers in honour 
of her birthplace in Scotland. It grew slowly as a regional admin-
istrative and agricultural centre servicing surrounding farms. In 
the early 1900s, the area to the northeast of Melfort was settled 
by groups of Ukrainian and Jewish settlers. English-speaking 
and German settlers were also a part of the area’s ethnic mix. 
This field trip concentrates on that culturally heterogeneous 
area. It is comprised of a road tour of historic country churches 
in the region, a walking tour of the historic downtown, including 
a visit to the post office (1912), and an indoor tour of the impres-
sive Melfort and District Museum.

Country churches road tour

The road trip explores the area northeast of Melfort to illustrate 
the impress of various groups on the landscape through their re-
ligious and cultural institutions. The route is shown in Figure 1. 
All distances given are approximate. Leave Melfort via Broad-
way Avenue heading north on Highway 6 towards Gronlid. After 

Context 19 km (12 mi) Highway 6 veers east. Travel 5 km (3 mi) fur-
ther until Highway 6 veers north, then turn right and continue 
east to Maryville. At Maryville, St. Nicholas Ukrainian Catholic 
Church and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Holy Ascen-
sion are to the north and south of the intersection respectively. 
Turn right and proceed south. About 0.8 km (0.5 mi) south, St 
Helen’s Polish Roman Catholic Church is on the right. Continue 
2.4 km (1.5 mi) south. At the T junction (the correction line) 
turn left, and head east for 5.6 km (3.5 mi) to Highway 681. At 
Highway 681, turn left, head north for 5 km (3 mi). Shortly after 
crossing the bridge over the Carrot River, a small building on 
the west side of the road is the Beth Israel Synagogue. A vehicle 
track provides access to the adjacent Jewish cemetery. Leaving 
Beth Israel, continue north until the intersection of Highway 681 
with Highway 335. Turn left, heading west. 1.6 km (1 mi) to 
the west, St Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church stands on the 
south side of the highway. Continue to Gronlid via Highway 
335. At Gronlid, turn left and proceed south to Melfort on High-
way 6.

Slavic and German settlement

As the route begins proceeding north on Highway 6, shortly be-
fore the turnoff to Levendale, on the west side of the highway, 
just before it crosses Melfort Creek, is the site of the Melfort Lu-
theran Church. Although the church building has long since van-
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Figure 1 
Field trip route map 
Map Credit: John C. Lehr and Weldon Hiebert 
Contains information licensed under the Open Government Licence – Canada
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ished, a cemetery immediately south of the creek remains from 
the initial settlement of this area by German Lutherans. North 
and east of this point the land was settled principally by Ukrai-
nian settlers, mainly from Zalyshchycky and Zbarazh counties 
of the then-Austrian province of Galicia. They were attracted 
to the region by the availability of free homestead land and the 
environmental attributes of the area. Most Ukrainian immigrants 
had little capital when they arrived in western Canada and were 
unable to contemplate immediate entry into commercial farm-
ing. Their immediate concern was survival, which meant entry 
into a semi-subsistence mixed farming economy, which in turn 
demanded easy access to wood for fuel, fencing and building, 
water for stock, and prairie openings for grazing. This area was 
thus one that met their environmental needs and had the added 
attraction that off-farm employment was available in nearby 
lumbering camps and with earlier-arrived German-speaking set-
tlers.

Little remains of the once-distinctive Ukrainian cultural 
landscape. Until the 1970s, traditional-style Ukrainian log 
buildings were a common feature of the rural landscape, but de-
population and farm consolidation coupled with modernization 
erased them from the landscape. The few that remain are aban-
doned and in sad disrepair. Yet the Ukrainian presence is still 
clearly visible in the landscape through the numerous churches, 
cemeteries, and National Homes (Community Halls) in the area. 
This field trip passes by several churches that were built in the 
colonial settlement era by local craftsmen and still survive, al-
beit precariously. As rural populations decline, congregations 
shrink in turn, leaving ever fewer people to maintain religious 
life. Rural churches become served by priests on an irregular 
basis and are used mostly for weddings and funerals. Cemeteries 
fare better but grow neglected as the area’s population disperses 
into the larger cities of western Canada and beyond.

A cluster of churches near Maryville illustrates the signifi-
cance of religion in the resettlement era. For many immigrants, 
religious affiliation defined identity more accurately than their 
official nationality. For instance, those who came from the 
Austro-Hungarian province of Galicia, being Greek Catho-
lic defined one as Ukrainian, whereas observers of the Roman 
Catholics faith were seen as Polish. Members of the Greek Or-
thodox Church were invariably Ukrainians from Bukovyna, at 
least until the early 1920s, when a surge of new-found Ukrai-
nian nationalism and reluctance to cede local control of church 
property to Rome, caused many Greek Catholics to switch their 
allegiance to Orthodoxy.

The origins of the Ukrainian Catholic Church demand some 
explanation. Whereas Christianity spread into Poland from 
Rome, it spread into Ukraine and Russia from the Greek city 
of Byzantium (Constantinople). Thus, while Roman Catholic 
missionaries to Poland took with them the Roman alphabet, 
Greek Orthodox missionaries from Byzantium spread the Greek 
alphabet for the Slavic languages adapted by St. Cyril. Thus, 
Poles use the Latin alphabet, but Ukrainians use Cyrillic, a di-
vision that is seen in the tombstone inscriptions in cemeteries 
and church signage at sites visited on this field tour. To bring 
Greek Orthodox Ukrainians in Galicia into the fold, the Roman 

Catholic hierarchy established the Greek Catholic church in 
1596. This new church kept the Slavic liturgy and the tradition 
of secular (i.e., married) priests, but acknowledged the Pope in 
Rome as its spiritual head. The church became dominant in Pol-
ish-controlled Galicia but not in those areas of Ukraine where 
the Catholic Poles lacked political influence. Within the settler 
community, adherence to Greek Catholicism carried inferences 
of Polish influence. Conversely, the Orthodox were suspected of 
Russophile leanings. Religious friction which carried political 
undertones, remained a feature of life in Ukrainian rural com-
munities for decades. 

The presence of Roman Catholic, Ukrainian Catholic, and 
Ukrainian Orthodox churches shows that the Slavic settler 
community was divided among Polish Roman Catholics and 
Ukrainian members of the Greek Catholic and Greek Orthodox 
Churches. Ukrainian-Catholic and Ukrainian-Orthodox are eas-
ily recognizable through their design which features the distinc-
tive Byzantine domes, a tripartite floor plan and a separate bell 
tower. Whereas Ukrainian-Catholic churches usually have their 
dome surmounted by the simple Latin cross, Orthodox church-
es generally have a cross that has three horizontal crossbeams 
with the lower beam slanted to the right. Polish Roman Catho-
lic churches were very different in appearance. Most feature a 
tower and spire, which may house a bell; they lack any trace of 
Byzantine heritage which is so prominent in the design of Ukrai-
nian churches, whether Catholic or Orthodox.

There are several churches to visit on the tour route. At 
Maryville, there are three within 1 km (0.6 mi). Approaching 
from the west, St. Nicholas’ Ukrainian Catholic Church lies 
ahead to the left on SW15-47-17 W2. The church was built in 
1912 and has a tower that houses three bells. A parish hall was 
built adjacent to the church, as was a barn capable of accom-
modating 50 horses. South of St. Nicholas’ Church the now 
abandoned Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Holy Ascension 
and the Taras Shevchenko Hall, which served the community’s 
cultural needs for many years, are located on NW 10-47-17 W2. 
About 1 km (0.6 mi)south, on NE 9-47-17 W2, St. Helen’s Pol-
ish Roman Catholic Church and its adjoining cemetery, lie on 
the west side of the road.

Jewish settlement: Edenbridge

Following a series of bloody pogroms in eastern Europe in the 
1880s, thousands of Jews fled Europe for North America. Most 
went to the large cities of the United States eastern seaboard; 
others went to urban destinations in eastern Canada. Various 
philosophies influenced the behaviour of these Jewish refugees, 
including a belief that to become a part of a nation it was im-
perative to develop a bond with the soil. The belief held that this 
could only be achieved by physically working the earth itself, in 
other words, by becoming agricultural pioneers. This ‘back to 
the land’ philosophy underpinned early Jewish efforts to estab-
lish farm colonies in western Canada. Notably, some of the ear-
liest agricultural settlements in Saskatchewan were established 
in the 1880s by Jewish pioneers. Most did not fare well partly 
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Figure 2 
Beth Israel Synagogue  
Photo credit: Weldon Hiebert

due to environmental adversity and partly because tenets within 
Judaism make it a religion that thrives best in large nucleated 
communities.

For a Jewish settler to remain religiously observant while 
living on a homestead was extremely difficult. Their religion re-
quires them to gather on the Sabbath to read the Torah but also 
requires a quorum of ten adult males for this to occur. The rules 
also state it is forbidden to venture more than a mile (1.6 km) 
from one’s residence, and that one is only permitted to walk. 
Riding a horse or driving a vehicle is strictly forbidden. Jews are 
also required to observe the rules of kashrut— to eat only kosher 
meats slaughtered by a shochet— and to observe a host of other 
rules. These are easily obeyed within the confines of a large nu-
cleated community but are extremely difficult to adhere to when 
living on homesteads scattered across a wide swath of territory.

The Jewish farm colony of Edenbridge was established in 
1906 by a group of Jewish settlers from Lithuania who arrived 
in Canada after spending some years in South Africa. They were 
met by others who came via London, England, and via New 
York. The name Edenbridge appealed to the early settlers who 
thought it derived from Yid’n bridge, translating to the Jews’ 
bridge in Yiddish. Most settlers of the Edenbridge colony ac-
quired their land by homesteading; only a few had the means to 
purchase land. Jewish settlers in western Canada received lim-
ited financial aid in the form of loans from the Jewish Coloni-
zation Agency (JCA). The JCA was headquartered in Montreal 
and was often regarded as being out of touch with the financial 
realities of pioneer settlement in western Canada, offering insuf-
ficient aid and doling it out in a parsimonious fashion.

Like most other Jewish colonies on the prairies, Edenbridge 
sprawled over several townships. As a result, it never achieved 
the high degree of nucleation required for the observance of re-
ligious rules. Moreover, Jews often settled among already-estab-
lished Gentile settlers, so maintaining a truly observant Jewish 
religious life was difficult. In the immediate vicinity of Eden-

bridge they achieved some measure of concentration, as the map 
in Figure 1 illustrates. Nevertheless, Gentile settlers and their 
Christian institutions were to be found within the area where 
Jews were most closely congregated. Although over 80 Jewish 
families settled in Edenbridge at one time or another, like many 
other Jewish colonies, Edenbridge was marked by fluidity. Set-
tlers came as others left, so the numbers of Jewish families re-
siding in Edenbridge at any one time was never as large as the 
numbers immigrating might suggest. According to JCA reports, 
1910–1911 saw the greatest number of arrivals, when some 32 
families arrived. In 1912, six more families came, followed by 
three in 1913. Only four more families arrived over the next ten 
years.

At its peak, the Edenbridge colony had a population of about 
170 people with a school, post office, store, and synagogue. 
Whereas the school and synagogue were spatially stable, the 
post office location moved as the postmaster changed. From its 
establishment until 1917, the office was in David Vickar’s store 
on NE25-47-17 W2 (Figure 1). Today the only remaining tan-
gible evidence of Jewish presence in the area is the Beth Israel 
Synagogue (Figure 2) and the adjacent Jewish cemetery. The 
synagogue was built in 1906 and is now a designated Municipal 
Heritage Site of the Rural Municipality of Willow Creek. It has 
a wooden frame exterior, steeply pitched roof and lancet win-
dows that typify the ‘Carpenter Gothic’ style buildings erected 
by many religious groups across North America. The synagogue 
is no longer used for religious services.

A few metres from the synagogue, a short vehicle-accessible 
trail leads to the Jewish cemetery west of the synagogue (Figure 
3). Tombstone inscriptions are in Hebrew and, on the more re-
cent headstones, in English.

Figure 3 
Jewish cemetery adjacent to Beth Israel Synagogue  
Photo credit: Weldon Hiebert
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Like many other cities, Melfort struggles to retain its built heri-
tage. The Historic Post Office, located at 302 Main Street serves 
as an illustration of the town’s rich architectural past and the 
questions it faces in preserving these buildings for the future. 
Built in 1912, is an imposing Romanesque revival-style build-
ing on a prominent corner at the intersection of McLeod Avenue 
East and Main Street. At various times the building also housed 
Canada Customs and Revenue on the second floor, RCMP de-
tachment offices and officers’ accommodation. The Department 
of National Defense at one time used the basement as an ar-
mory and gun range. The building is no longer used by any fed-
eral agency and no permanent alternative use has been found. 
A building assessment and feasibility study conducted in 2012 
found the building to be structurally sound, but recommended a 
conservation/stabilization program be undertaken immediately 
to slow the rate of deterioration, pending a complete restoration. 
It is one of the few remaining early-twentieth century public 
buildings in Saskatchewan that symbolize the federal govern-
ment’s presence in small communities. Its design and vast size 
demonstrate the high hopes and optimism of the city’s early 
years. Designated a Municipal Heritage Property in 2012, it is 
used on an occasional basis for community events.

Melfort and District Museum

The Melfort and District Museum showcases a pioneer-era vil-
lage of 18 buildings, including machinery shops, a sawmill, 
exhibit hall, and power house. The pioneer village commemo-
rates the city’s past very effectively, using original buildings to 
replicate a street from the colonial settlement era. Other build-
ings include a grist mill, blacksmith shop, post office, doctor’s 
and dentist’s offices, the Rathwell School, St. Paul’s Anglican 
Church, and a general store. The site also offers vintage farm 
machinery, equipment, and tools.
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