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The Prairies and British Columbia 
 
 
We have now reached the Canadian West, a huge 
region that divides naturally into the prairies and 
British Columbia. The two most comprehensive sur-
veys of western traditional music, by Wesley Berg on 
the prairies1 and by Norman Stanfield on British Co-
lumbia,2 are both to be found in the impressive but 
very expensive Garland Encyclopedia of World Mu-
sic. This very substantial tome does not seem to be 
available online and is out of print. It also has Bever-
ley Diamond’s useful piece on “Intercultural Tradi-
tions on the Canadian Prairies”.3  

For anyone without access to the Garland Ency-
clopedia, an alternative strategy is possible. Another 
older but useful introduction to the folk music of the 
Canadian West is an article from the 1973 Canadian 
Journal for Traditional Music: Michael Weiss’s 
“Songs from Western Canada.”4 This can be supple-
mented by Edith Fowke’s early piece on “American 
Cowboy and Western Pioneer Songs in Canada.”5 
Despite beginning with items collected in eastern and 
central Canada, Fowke does eventually move west-
wards to discuss the folk songs of the prairie provinc-
es. Also worth consulting is Bill Sarjeant’s “Folk 
Music in the Canadian Prairies,” in a 1978 issue of 
Canada Folk Bulletin.6 Together these articles pro-
vide an introductory overview of Western vernacular 
song, although they are by no means comprehensive 
in their coverage. 

The primary sources of traditional music availa-
ble from the prairie provinces are admittedly less rich 
than those from regions of Canada that were settled 
earlier, but we can nonetheless explore some of the 
songs that have been collected in Manitoba, Sas-
katchewan, and Alberta. Vernacular songs from the 
prairies were collected by Barbara Cass-Beggs, Edith 
Fowke, Kenneth Peacock, and Philip Thomas, among 
others.  

Margaret McLeod has assembled a set of Songs 
of Old Manitoba, although not many of these appear 
to be folksongs.7 More useful is Edith Fowke’s 
“Songs of a Manitoba Family” in the 1975 issue of 
Canadian Journal for Traditional Music.8 Barbara 
Cass-Beggs published two small collections of Sas-
katchewan songs, titled Eight Songs of Saskatche-
wan9 and Seven Métis Songs of Saskatchewan.10 The 
most famous of all Métis songs from the prairies is 
the poignant poem written by Louis Riel himself on 
the eve of his judicial murder. Phil Thomas discussed 
this in two articles in Canadian Journal for Tradi-
tional Music titled “The ‘Louis Riel Song’: A Per-
spective”11 and “‘La lettre de sang’/‘Chanson de 
Louis Riel’: Addenda.”12 

In Alberta we find a richer body of song, although 
nothing to rival that of Ontario, Quebec, the Mari-
times or Newfoundland and Labrador. Tim Rogers 
even once inquired “Is There an Alberta Folk Mu-
sic?,” although his conclusion was correctly in the 
affirmative.13 A few years after Rogers’ query, Cher-
yl Henrickson discussed “English Language Folk 
Music in Alberta” in the same periodical.14 In 1985 
David Spalding reported (again in Canadian Folk 
Music Journal) the discovery of an important manu-
script indicating the repertoire of traditional songs 
sung on an Alberta farm.15 These three articles help 
us obtain an overview of Alberta folk music and a 
sense of what particular songs may have been com-
mon among homesteaders and farmers before World 
War II and before the urbanization of the province. 
They are complemented by Philip Thomas’s discus-
sion in “Where the Rivers Flow” of the fruits of his 
collecting in the Peace Country of northwestern Al-
berta.16 Earlier short articles on Alberta folksong 
include V. Archer’s 1967 “Alberta and its Folk-
songs”17and Alan Grierson’s “Folk Music in Alberta” 
in a 1978 issue of Canada Folk Bulletin.18 

With Alberta, however, we run into a termino-
logical issue which we have effectively avoided until 
now: that of the difference and overlap between folk 
song and vernacular song. George Lyon’s interesting 
Community Music in Alberta strongly suggests that 
there was in historic Alberta a great deal of vernacu-
lar music (i.e., non-commercial music made by ordi-
nary people for their own amusement) that we would 
perhaps hesitate to consider folk music.19 This in-
cluded not only cowboy songs and aboriginal music, 
which would qualify, but also popular songs sung to 
piano accompaniment, community band music, and 
quite a variety of dance music.  

Geographically one might be justified in group-
ing the ranching and mining country of western Al-
berta, where the foothills suddenly turn into the 
Rocky Mountains, with the similar countryside and 
culture of interior British Columbia. The western 
fringe of Alberta has produced not only cowboy 
songs associated with ranching but lyrics and ballads 
expressing the dangers and hardships of coal mining 
in the Crows Nest Pass, the locale of both the infa-
mous Frank slide and the Hillcrest mine disaster. A 
number of performances of homesteading, ranching, 
lumbering, mining, transportation, fishing, and other 
sea-songs from both Alberta and British Columbia 
are included on the Bartlett and Ruebsaat CD-ROM 
Songs and Stories of Canada.20 
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We can examine the folk songs of British Co-
lumbia through the work of the dean of B.C. song- 
collectors, Phil Thomas. Thomas was the most im-
portant collector of western Canadian vernacular 
song. To introduce Thomas himself and his spare-
time career as a musician and song-collector, we can 
turn to David Gregory’s obituary “Philip J. Thomas, 
1921-2007” in Folk Music Journal,21 Jon Bartlett’s 
reflections on the man and his achievements in a 
2007 issue of Canadian Folk Music,22 and Bartlett’s 
earlier, brief but succinct, account of “The P. J. 
Thomas Collection of British Columbia Folk Songs” 
as an archival resource, in the 1976 Canadian Folk 
Music Journal.23 A longer piece by David Gregory in 
Canadian Folk Music titled “Phil Thomas: An Odys-
sey in Song” goes beyond this introductory material 
and provides a more detailed overview of Thomas’s 
life and his evolving fieldwork.24 This can be sup-
plemented with Rika Ruebsaat’s “Phil Thomas: A 
Personal Memoir” in the same 2007 issue.25 

Thomas was a fairly frequent contributor to Ca-
nadian Folk Music Bulletin, and some of his brief 
articles in the periodical are worth reading. For ex-
ample, “Are You from Bevan?” appeared in a 1979 
issue,26 “British Columbia [Railroad Songs]” in 
198227 and “‘D’ye Ken Sam Hughes?’ and Two Oth-
er Songs from the Great War, 1914-1918” in 
2003.28Two other important articles by Thomas are 
his early (1962) account of “B.C. Songs”29 and “Brit-
ish Canadian Folk Music in B.C.”.30 

The obvious way to delve even deeper into Brit-
ish Columbia folksong through the Thomas collec-
tion is by means of his seminal publication, Songs of 
the Pacific Northwest, which has now been repub-
lished in an expanded edition edited by Jon Bartlett.31 
The book does not include everything in the archival 
collection, but it nonetheless provides a wide-ranging 
illustration of the different kinds of song that Thomas 
found in his many travels through the length and 
breadth of British Columbia. Songs of the Pacific 
Northwest was a pioneering work in its methodology, 
integrating the social and musical history of British 
Columbia in a way that had not been attempted be-
fore. It is both a song collection and a work of cultur-
al history, the B.C. equivalent to Roy Palmer’s The 
Sound of History.32  

Thomas organized its contents in a roughly 
chronological fashion. There are a few songs dating 
from the early period of contact between the aborigi-
nal peoples of the northwest coast and British and 
American ships, and also from the early Colonial 
period, when settlement was largely confined to Vic-
toria and its environs. The Fraser River, Cariboo, and 
Klondike gold rushes left behind a small legacy of 
songs, including the hard-hitting and melancholy 
“Know Ye the Land?” with its beautiful melody. Po-

litical and military events such as Confederation and 
World War I also spurred B.C. songsmiths to create, 
the predominant sentiments being pro-Dominion but 
anti-war. And phenomena such as railway-building, 
prohibition, unionization and strike-busting by the 
police and military were not neglected. 

Thomas, however, was as much if not more in-
terested in what the songs he was collecting might 
reveal about the social history of B.C.─that is, the 
lives and thoughts of ordinary working people─and 
he organized what he found under six main headings. 
He discovered numerous songs about homesteading 
and ways of making a little cash to supplement the 
crops. Complementing the farming songs were those 
about ranching in the B.C. interior. The province’s 
lakes and Pacific coast provided other ways of earn-
ing a living for its early inhabitants: fishing, of 
course, but also employment on the ferries, coastal 
steamers, and tugboats. Transportation on both land 
and sea was therefore another of Thomas’s song cat-
egories. If shipping was an industry of growing sig-
nificance in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
B.C., even more important was logging and sawmill-
ing, the mainstay of the colony and of the province 
after it joined Canada. And equally valuable from an 
economic point of view was mining, both coal min-
ing and hard rock mining for metals, an activity that 
could be found from Vancouver Island in the west to 
Kimberley in the east and near the Alaskan border in 
the north. In some ways the songs of British Colum-
bia echo those of Newfoundland, the Maritimes and 
Ontario, since so many folk songs in all these regions 
reflect the struggles of ordinary people to find the 
livelihoods afforded by cultivable land, forests, riv-
ers, and the sea. 

Although Phil Thomas was the leading light 
among B.C. folklorists, he was not the only one to 
write about Western vernacular music. A handful of 
other articles are worth noting. Leaving aside for now 
the wealth of scholarship on the musics of ethnic 
minorities, we can focus on instrumental music and 
on song traditions that complement those recorded by 
Thomas. Roy Gibbons reported in 1982 on Folk Fid-
dling in Prince George33and Anne Lederman con-
tributed to Canadian Folk Music Bulletin a survey of 
fiddling in Western Manitoba.34 Children’s songs 
have been collected in the Prairies, for exmple by  
Robert Cosbey, who summarised the fruits of his 
fieldwork in Canadian Folk Music Journal in an arti-
cle titled “‘Down the Okanagan’: A Group of Skip-
ping Songs from Regina.”35 And in 1972 T. G Heath 
analyzed the heritage of “Protest Songs of Saskatch-
ewan.”36 Lack of space unfortunately prevents an 
examination of the fairly extensive literature on cow-
boy songs.  
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