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REBECCA J. DOIG AND DANIEL H. OLSEN6Crossing the 49th Parallel
Community, Culture, and Church in the Canadian Environment

This chapter will explore the extent to which Mormon 
settlers crossing the border from the United States into 
Canada were successful in recreating a typical Utah com-
munity in southern Alberta and how their pattern of living 
enriched Canadian life. It will evaluate the ways in which 
they were forced to adapt to the unique political, legal, 
social, and climatic environment in Canada. It will assess 
the degree to which southern Alberta Latter-day Saint cul-
ture in its early decades was enhanced and transformed 
by ongoing interactions with LDS culture in the United 
States. This chapter will also address the extent to which 
southern Alberta culture was able to spread throughout the 
rest of Canada and what new ideas emerged as the Church 
grew across the country and as Latter-day Saints had to 
deal with the challenges that they faced in an environment 
where they were in the minority. The study will consider 
the changes that came to LDS culture in Canada from 
the 1960s to the 1990s as the Church began to globalize, 
simplify, and refocus its programs, and drop its American 
cultural bias. It will assess the impact of the growing Cana-
dian ethnic diversity on Mormon culture and the extent to 
which there has emerged a distinctive Canadian-Mormon 
culture and identity in the twenty-first century. At the 
same time, this chapter will reflect on the political culture 
of Canadian Mormons, the functioning of the Church as 
an institution within the Canadian legal framework, and 
the problems related to cross-border movements of people 
and commodities. These are issues which Card could have 
hardly imagined as he found a new home for his coreligion-
ists in this northern refuge.

When Charles Ora Card and the first company of Mormon 
settlers crossed the border into Canada in 1887, they 

“halted and gave three cheers for [their] liberty as exiles for 
[their] religion.”1 These Mormon settlers had high hopes for 
Canada. Church President John Taylor had counselled Card 
to seek refuge in Canada, observing, “I have always found 
justice under the British flag.”2 Much like the Aboriginal 
peoples of the day who believed that by crossing the US- 
Canadian border they were crossing a “medicine line,” Mor-
mons hoped that north of the border they would find a safe 
haven where they could continue their religious beliefs and 
practices without harassment.3 But the desire to re-create 
their unique society in this new land north of the 49th par-
allel not only involved the immediate challenges of adapt-
ing to a new physical, social, and political environment, but 
had long-term consequences in terms of establishing a new 
church in a new land with differing political traditions.

Political borders act as psychological and physical 
barriers to the movement of people, goods, services, cul-
tural ideas, and values. Yet, as one expert has pointed out, 
the US-Canadian border has long displayed “variability 
in its role as an inhibitor.”4 As the longest unmilitarized 
border in the world, the US-Canadian border has acted 
as a semipermeable barrier rather than an absolute barrier 
between  the two countries. At different points along the 
length of the  border and at different times in the history, 
cross-border movement has occurred with varying levels of 
intensity. The US-Canadian border has been a major factor 
in determining the differing cultural, economic, and polit-
ical trajectories of Mormon settlements on either side of it.
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ESTABLISHMENT OF A DISTINCT 
MORMON COMMUNITY IN 
SOUTHERN ALBERTA

Adjusting to Canadian Laws: 
The Presence of the North-West 
Mounted Police
While the southern Alberta settlements 
were similar to other LDS settlements in 
the American Intermountain West, the 
border was an important factor, right from 
the beginning, making the Alberta com-
munities distinct from their American 
counterparts. When Mormons arrived in 
Utah, they were beyond the frontiers of 
the United States, and thus Church leaders 
hoped that they could practice their faith 
without outside interference. Conflict came 
later as the United States extended territo-
rial control throughout Utah and imposed 
laws banning the practice of polygamy. In 
contrast, it is significant that when the first 
Mormon settlers arrived in Canada, the 
law, enforced by the North-West Mounted 
Police (later renamed the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police, or RCMP), was already 
established and had a strong presence in 
southern Alberta. This was a significant 
Canadianizing influence on the Mormon 
settlers and ensured that they obeyed the 
laws of their new homeland.

Embracing a New Homeland: Early 
Mormon Patriotism in Canada
Mormon settlers in Alberta were conscious 
of being in a different country and made 
efforts to embrace their new homeland. 
Card and other Church leaders encour-
aged the Saints to take out Canadian citi-
zenship.5 Church leaders also made efforts 
to demonstrate loyalty to their new home-
land, initiating elaborate Dominion Day 
celebrations at Lee Creek on 1 July 1887, a 
few weeks after their arrival, complete with 
a picnic, speeches, singing, foot and horse 
racing, jumping, and a parade. Nearby 
Blood Tribe members, local ranchers, and 
NWMP were invited to attend.6 In later 
years, similar celebrations were extended 

to Raymond, Magrath, and other Mormon 
communities as they were established.

The ways in which the Mormons cel-
ebrated Dominion Day, however, were 
more similar to a 4th of July celebration 
than to Dominion Day observances of the 
time.7 Their rousing American-style cele-
brations seemed rather odd to their neigh-
bours, who typically observed the holiday 
as a day of “popular leisure and recreation” 
rather than a day of “patriotic ceremonial 
and public rejoicing.”8 In his history of the 
North-West Mounted Police, R. C. Macleod 
commented that the Mormons’ enthusias-
tic display every 1 July was curious, “since 
instead of making the Latter Day Saints 
less conspicuous it only made them more 
so. Canadians generally tended to be unde-
monstrative on the occasion.”9

Adapting to the Canadian Climate
The first party of settlers who crossed into 
Canada on 1 June 1887 woke up to four 
inches of snow the next morning.11 This 
was a forceful reminder that they were 
not in Utah anymore and that the Cana-
dian climate would pose new challenges 
for the Saints. Nonetheless, as Card noted, 

◀ As Church President John 
Taylor predicted, Mormons 
arriving in Alberta in the 
1880s were treated fairly by 
the Canadian government. 
(Darrel Nelson)

◀ C Troop of the North-
West Mounted Police at Fort 
Macleod, 1879. The North-
West Mounted Police was estab-
lished in 1873 and had estab-
lished a fort at Fort Macleod 
by 1874. Hence, they were 
well established in southern 
Alberta before the arrival of the 
first Mormon settlers in 1887. 
(Glenbow Archives NA-98-18)

▶ Bishop Levi Harker of 
Magrath encouraged the 
Saints in Magrath to be patri-
otic Canadians. He erected a 
giant flagpole with the Union 
Jack atop. Liberty poles like 
this were popular in the United 
States at that time but not 
common in Canada. Harker 
is shown at the top of the pole 
with men below preparing 
dynamite to explode between 
two anvils to announce the 
beginning of a celebration 
day.10 (Magrath Museum)



148       CANADIAN MORMONS

they planted wheat, oats, and alfalfa in the 
first year. The seeds “came up in a luxu-
riant manner” and the “soil [was] quick 
and productive.”12 Most years, crops 
were grown successfully, and Mormons 
were important in establishing new agri-
cultural practices in southern Alberta. 
They were instrumental in proving that 
wheat, including spring wheat, could 
be successfully grown on the prairies. 
They also introduced alfalfa and were 
early proponents of sheep farming,13 as 
well as pioneering farm-related industry 
including flour mills, sugar beet factories, 
creameries, and cheese factories. Over the 
years, experimentation by Mormons, as 
well as government-owned experimental 
and model farms, led to improved farming 
techniques and greater yields. Sugar beets, 
introduced into southern Alberta thanks 
to the investment of LDS businessman 
and philanthropist Jesse Knight in 1901, 
were a unique LDS innovation.14

With regard to climate, as one scholar 
on Alberta settlement patterns has 
observed, “Far more important than the 
climatic norms in southern Alberta, were 
the extremes of climatic variability.”15 
Hurricane-force winds, spring snow-
storms, flooding, dry summers, early 
frosts, and long, harsh winters were and 
continue to be among the severe con-
ditions that have sometimes led to crop 
failures and losses of livestock. Many 
Mormon settlers eventually returned 
to Utah after having had enough of the 
Canadian climate.16 For those who stayed, 
the volatility of the weather frequently 
brought the Saints to prayer and fasting 
and reliance on the Lord for help (see 
chapters 3 and 8).

One thing Utah Mormons were accus-
tomed to before coming to Canada was a 
shortage of water. Mormons had experi-
ence with extensive irrigation projects 
in the intermountain United States and 
could see the agricultural potential of land 
in the arid Palliser Triangle, which others 
could not.17 Mormons began successful 

experiments with irrigation shortly 
after founding Cardston.18 This laid the 
groundwork for an unprecedented eco-
nomic agreement between Elliott Galt and 
Charles A. Magrath and the Mormons (see 
chapter 3), which led to the building of an 
irrigation canal from Kimball to Stirling, 
with a branch line to Lethbridge.19 The 
building of this canal led to a large influx 
of additional Mormon settlers from Utah 
to southern Alberta beginning in 1899 
and led to the founding of the towns of 
Magrath and Stirling. In 1901, the com-
munity of Raymond was built along the 
canal as well. Bringing irrigation to south-
ern Alberta must number among one of 
the most important Mormon contribu-
tions to Canada.

Plat of Zion and Agricultural 
Villages
One of the key goals of early Mormon pio-
neers in Alberta was to recreate the sense 
of community they had enjoyed in inter-
mountain settlements in the United States. 
These settlements were agricultural villages 
inspired by Joseph Smith’s model commu-
nity called the Plat of Zion. This settlement 
model included wide streets oriented to 
the cardinal compass points, residential 
lots large enough for family gardens but 
small enough to foster a feeling of commu-
nity, and a centralized location for church, 
educational, and civic buildings. Farmers 
lived in the village and travelled outside 
the community to work on their farmland, 
while workers in local industry, merchants, 
educators, and others also lived in the 
village proper.20 The benefits of close-knit 
community life and religious observance 
could thus be maintained in an agricul-
tural setting.

However, there were obstacles to 
duplicating this settlement pattern  in 
southern Alberta. Unlike the Mormons 
in  Utah who were able to impose their 
settlement pattern on an unsettled land, 
the Mormon settlers in southern Alberta 
were bound by the 1872 Dominion Land 

▶ This map shows the town 
of Magrath one-mile square 
divided into ten-acre blocks 
with eight 1.25-acre lots per 
block. Central blocks were set 
aside for schools, a church, 
and businesses. Lots were big 
enough that families could 
plant trees and shrubs, have a 
large garden, and keep chick-
ens and a dairy cow or two on 
their lot, but small enough that 
residents enjoyed close associ-
ations with their neighbours 
and community. Though not 
identical, most Mormon set-
tlements in southern Alberta 
were designed in a similar 
way. (Magrath Museum)
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Act, which set the size and location of homesteads, the 
location of roads, and the distribution of farms. In 
essence, this act mandated “highly dispersed, low density 
settlement patterns” across western Canada.21 As such, 

the formula through which the Dominion Land Act orga-
nized the settlement of southern Alberta was one “that 
prescribed a lonely and isolated existence for immigrant 
homesteaders.”22
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In the 1888 visit to Ottawa, Card and his associates 
asked to buy land from the Canadian government to 
allow for their distinctive community settlement pattern. 
Though they were allowed to purchase a half section of 
land for the Cardston townsite, they were not granted any 
other exceptions to the Dominion Land Act.23 Card soon 
found another way to get land. Within a few days of his 
return from Ottawa, he approached Charles A. Magrath, 
land agent for the Northwest Coal and Navigation Com-
pany.24 The company had received massive land grants for 
building the railway from Dunmore, near Medicine Hat, to 
Lethbridge. Card’s visit with Magrath initiated a productive 
relationship, which resulted in many Mormon communi-
ties being built on railway lands.

Thus, thanks to the tenacity of Charles O. Card in 
overcoming obstacles, southern Alberta Mormon set-
tlements were set up as agricultural villages after all. The 
style of community living established in southern Alberta 
was similar to that of Mormon settlements in the United 
States and very different from the solitary homestead life 
that was characteristic of the farming population of Cana-
dian prairies. In recognition of how distinctive Mormon 
agricultural villages are in the Canadian landscape, in 2001, 
the Government of Canada chose Stirling, Alberta—the 
best-preserved example of a Mormon agricultural village—
as one of three communities in Canada to be designated a 
National Historic Site.25

Resolving the Issue of Polygamy
A major casualty in the Mormon desire to re-create the cul-
ture of their previous mountain home was the discontinu-
ation of the practice of polygamy in Canada. In a meeting 
in 1888 with Canadian Prime Minister John A. Macdon-
ald, Card, accompanied by Mormon Apostles Francis  M. 
Lyman and John W. Taylor, asked the prime minister if 
the Mormons could be allowed to bring their plural wives 
to Canada.26 The request was categorically denied. Card 
promised Macdonald that the Mormons would not bring 
the practice of plural marriage into Canada.27 This promise 
he kept, effectively barring the practice of plural marriage 
among Alberta Mormons. While several early Mormon 
settlers had a wife in Canada and additional wives in the 
United States, including some who married additional 
wives after coming to Canada, the practice of keeping two 
or more wives in Alberta was virtually nonexistent (see 
chapter 3).28 Card and those who came with him to Canada 
to escape proscription for the practice of polygamy, in effect, 
had to abandon the practice to remain good citizens in this 
new land of liberty.

COMMUNITY BUILDING: RODEOS, SPORTS, 
AND CULTURAL ARTS
At the time southern Alberta was settled, the Church had 
a very strong community focus—an emphasis on building 
Zion communities—that matched their settlement pattern 
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and was a particular feature of this period 
in Church history. In the early years of 
Mormon settlement in Alberta, as was the 
case in American Mormon settlements at 
the time, there was very little distinction 
between church and community. In fact, in 
the first several decades of LDS settlement 
in Alberta, the Church was involved very 
directly in organizing the settlements and 
in community building. Early Church lead-
ers such as Charles Ora Card, E. J. Wood, 
Levi Harker, Theodore Brandley, and 
Heber  S. Allen purchased land, directed 
the settlement of communities, expanded 
irrigation, established local industries and 
schools, performed judicial functions, pro-
vided counsel on farming techniques, and 
in other ways directed community life.29

In the first decades after settlement 
in Alberta, the LDS Church was not only 
involved in community building in terms 
of geographical organization, industry, 
and employment, but also committed 
to providing opportunities for Church 
members to develop the “whole person” 
through the promotion of education, rec-
reation, cultural arts, sports, homemaking 
arts, and more.30 In 1902 Joseph F. Smith 
taught, “The Church is provided with so 
many priesthood organizations that only 
those can be recognized.  .  .  . No outside 
organization is necessary.”31 Similarly, in 
1932 President Heber J. Grant taught, “I 
am grateful that no Latter-day Saint upon 
the face of the earth needs to go anywhere 
outside the Church to solve any problem 
whatever, moral, intellectual, physical, 
mental [or] spiritual.”32 In the twenty-first 
century, it may seem strange that the 
Church assumed such a broad role in com-
munity life. However, this was a time when 
the vast majority of Church members lived 
in predominantly LDS communities, and 
when many of these were farming villages 
which were too small and isolated to pro-
vide, without Church support, the cultural, 
sporting, and educational opportunities 
available in larger centres. Therefore, it was 
fitting and extremely beneficial to Church 

members that the Church stepped in to fill 
these roles.

This holistic thinking fit in with the 
progressive movement in the United States 
that occurred in the late 1800s and early 
1900s. During this time, the Young Men 
Christian Association (YMCA) move-
ment was emerging, and many religious 
denominations were espousing the concept 
of “muscular Christianity.” According to 
this viewpoint, a religion was concerned 
with developing individuals with not only 
strong spirits but also strong minds and 
bodies.33 According to historian Richard 
Ian Kimball, the LDS Church espoused 
its own version of this thinking. From 
the 1890s onward, the church developed 
expansive recreation, cultural, and sport-
ing programs governed primarily through 
the Young Men and Young Women Mutual 
Improvement Associations, which aimed 
to “communicate Mormon morals, atti-
tudes and expectations. As an instrument 
of social persuasion—a method of teach-
ing proper behavior—recreation programs 
instructed adolescents in what it meant to 
be Mormon.”34

Thus, when the Saints came to southern 
Alberta, they brought with them “a tradi-
tion of play and recreation” that was com-
patible with their religion.35 Horse racing, 
athletic competitions, and footracing were 
favourite pastimes of the Mormon settlers. 
Over time, a number of sporting and cul-
tural activities were imported to southern 
Alberta from Utah.

Rodeo was an LDS import into southern 
Alberta in 1902 (see sidebar), and the sport 
continues to be popular among southern 
Alberta farming and ranching families to 
this day. Football has also been much more 
popular in southern Alberta than in other 
places in Canada. Raymond has been termed 

“the football factory of Raymond, Alberta”36 
by Canadian sports broadcasters and jour-
nalists because the town has produced mul-
tiple Canadian Football League players over 
the years. Between 1985, when high school 
provincial football championships were first 

◀ On the right, Stirling historic 
marker; on the left, the Michel-
son home, an original historic 
home with some modern 
additions. Mormon settlers 
in southern Alberta, for the 
most part, settled in agricul-
tural villages, rather than on 
isolated homesteads, which 
enabled them to maintain 
strong Church and community 
participation. Stirling has been 
designated as a National His-
toric Site. (Gary Boatright)



152       CANADIAN MORMONS

awarded, and 2015, Raymond won ten provincial champion-
ships and Cardston won five.37

Basketball is the most popular sport among southern 
Alberta Mormons. Invented by Canadian James Naismith 
in 1891, basketball was brought to Salt Lake with the 

introduction of the YMCA about 1893. Basketball became 
popular in Utah in the 1890s, and was introduced into 
southern Alberta by the Saints who built the irrigation 
canals. In fact, Stirling claims to have been the first place 
in Canada to form a basketball team in April 1903,41 and 

Raymond Knight and the Rodeo
The rodeo that accompanies the Raymond Canada Day celebration is a story about the transmission of Utah culture 
to Canada through early LDS settlers. Raymond Knight, for whom the town of Raymond, Alberta, was named, son 
of the wealthy LDS businessman and philanthropist Jesse Knight, was instrumental in spreading rodeo culture to 
Canada. In 1902, shortly after Raymond, Alberta, was settled, Raymond Knight introduced a rodeo to Raymond’s 
Canada Day celebration. He called it the Raymond Stampede and is credited with coining the term “Stampede,” a 
name which, of course, was later adopted by Calgary for their world-famous event.38

Raymond Knight has been called “the Father of Modern Canadian Rodeo” because of his great influence on 
early Canadian rodeos. His 1903 Raymond Stampede, for example, was the first rodeo in Canada with entry fees, 
contest rules, and prize money.39 The grandstand Knight built for that rodeo was the first grandstand in Canada 
built especially for rodeo. Raymond Knight introduced calf roping to Canada and became its world champion in 
1924. He furnished stock for the Calgary stampede and other rodeos and spent his life promoting rodeo in Canada.40
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Raymond had the first high school boys’ 
basketball team in Western Canada later 
that year.43 Teams also sprang up in Card-
ston and Magrath, with girls’ teams being 
established in tandem with boys’ teams. 
Games were initially played outdoors until 
indoor facilities were built.44

Basketball has been a major element 
of southern Alberta sporting culture, and 
in particular southern Alberta Mormon 
culture, and many basketball teams from 
the region have been successful at various 
levels of play. For example, the Raymond 
Union Jacks won the first ever Canadian 
Men’s National Basketball Championship 
in 1924 and also won fifteen provincial 
titles between 1921 and 1941.45 Today, each 
southern Alberta LDS town big enough to 
have a high school boasts a beautiful school 
gymnasium with extra seating paid for by 
community fund-raising.46

The basketball culture in southern 
Alberta high schools in predominately 
LDS communities has drawn media 
attention, including articles in Maclean’s 

magazine and the Calgary Herald. Among 
the phenomena noted are: the ability of 
these small schools to compete effectively 
year after year against schools sometimes 
ten times as large; the vastly dispropor-
tionate number of provincial champi-
onships won by these communities; the 
incredible community support and high 
attendance at games; the outstanding 
players who have come out of these pro-
grams; and the multigenerational support 
for the game, including small children 
aspiring to one day represent their school 
and their town.47

Baseball was unique in that it was 
popular in southern Alberta from its very 
beginnings among Church members and 
non-Church members alike. The 1891 
Lethbridge News reported baseball com-
petitions between Lethbridge and Great 
Falls.48 While baseball was also popular 
among LDS settlers, it appears they did not 
begin playing against Lethbridge and Fort 
Macleod until 1897.49 Other sports such as 
Lacrosse, which were popular in Lethbridge, 

◀ Raymond Knight intro-
duced calf roping as a rodeo 
event in North America and 
won that event at the Calgary 
Stampede three years in a row. 
He was awarded several pres-
tigious honours, including the 
Prince of Wales Trophy, and 
was inducted into the Cana-
dian Pro Rodeo Hall of Fame 
in 1982.42 (Glenbow Archives 
NA-462-7)

 The Pothole Mollies, repre-
senting the portion of Magrath 
south of Pothole Creek, played 
basketball against Cardston “for 
the championship of the world, 
and no fault of theirs if the 
world doesn’t know it,” in front 
of a large outdoor audience in 
Lethbridge in 1905. The Mollies 
won and each girl received a 
C$5 gold coin from Charles A. 
Magrath. (Magrath Museum)
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did not seem to take root among the 
Latter-day Saint settlers.50 While there are 
now ice arenas in Cardston, Magrath, and 
Raymond, and some LDS youth do play 
hockey, it is not the  dominant sport in 
these communities like it is in other small 
towns in Canada. The cultural dominance 
of basketball and the universality of Sunday 
play are deterrents to playing hockey for 
many southern Alberta LDS families.51

The Church itself fostered sports 
through Church-wide tournaments in bas-
ketball, baseball, and other sports. These 

tournaments were held annually from the 
1920s until 1972.52 The objectives of these 
recreational programs went beyond athlet-
ics. Excellence in the actual sport was com-
bined with emphasis on sportsmanship 
and adherence to Church standards, and to 
be eligible to play, church attendance and 
abstinence from alcohol and tobacco were 
required.53 Tournaments also included 
devotionals and other faith-centred meet-
ings and cultural events. In order to accom-
modate the Church’s athletic programs 
and cultural activities, Church buildings 

Southern Alberta 
Basketball Stars
Tom Karren and Jimmy Balderson 
played at Brigham Young University. 
Danny Balderson was a legend at 
the University of Lethbridge where 
his number is the only number now 
retired. Richard Bohne played for 
the Calgary Dinos and broke scoring 
records there. Skouson Harker played 
for the University of Oregon and went 
on to play professionally in Europe. 
Tim Tollestrup played on the Canadian 
national men’s basketball team and 
both he and Shawna Molcak com-
peted in the 1996 Atlanta Olympics.

Phil Tollestrup, Tim’s brother, is 
perhaps the most decorated of all 
Canadian Mormon basketball play-
ers. He grew up playing in Raymond, 
played for Brigham Young University 
for four years and then played for the 
Canadian national men’s basketball 
team for a total of eight years. In the 
1976 Olympics in Montreal, he was 
the team’s leading scorer, averaging 
over twenty-one points per game, 
and was the third leading scorer of all 
teams. The Canadian team came in 
fourth. Phil also played professionally 
in Europe before hanging up his bas-
ketball shoes to coach at McMaster 
University. Later, he taught school and 
coached high school basketball in Milk 
River, Stirling, and Magrath, Alberta.

◀ Magrath Rockets vs. 
Raymond Union Jacks, ca. 
1945–50. A packed house at 
the Magrath High School Gym 
is intently watching the adult 
men’s teams the Magrath Rock-
ets play the Raymond Union 
Jacks. Basketball games still 
pack gyms in southern Alberta 
towns. (Magrath Museum)

◀ Phil Tollestrup at the 1976 
Olympics. (Phil Tollestrup)

▶ The cultural hall of the 
Taylor Stake in Raymond, 
completed in 1955, included 
extensive spectator seating 
that demonstrated the com-
munity’s high priority on 
sports and recreation. (Glen-
bow Archives NA-4510-132)
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in southern Alberta have always provided space for sports 
and recreation. In the early days, this even took the form 
of the pews being removed during the week, to allow for 
basketball to be played in the chapel.54 Later on, cultural 
halls (gymnasiums) became standard for Church buildings.

Church leaders in the Taylor Stake went a step further. 
In the 1940s, stake president James Walker had a vision 
of an ambitious recreation complex to allow stake mem-
bers, particularly youth, to remain physically and spiri-
tually active through the long Alberta winters. He finally 
persuaded Church President David O. McKay, arguing, 

“President, when you called me as a stake president, you 
charged me with saving the boys, and I need this building 
to do that.”55 This one-of-a-kind structure (minus President 
Walker’s proposed basement bowling alley and banquet 
room) was completed in 1955 and was eventually joined 
with the adjacent stake centre in 1975.56 This beautiful 
gymnasium still exists and boasts such extensive seating 
that until recently many Raymond high school basketball 
games were played there.57

Music, Dance and Drama
Sports were not the only cultural elements brought from 
Utah and adapted to southern Alberta church culture. 
Mormon settlers awarded a high priority to music, danc-
ing, and drama. In 1902, cash-strapped Magrath resi-
dents voted to reject a motion to spend three hundred 
dollars to build a bridge over Pothole Creek to unite the 
two halves of the town, but were successful in raising 
three hundred dollars in subscriptions to allow for the 
creation of the brass band.58 The first play was performed 
in Magrath in 1900, only one year after the settlement 
was founded and before many residents even had proper 
homes.59 In 1904 some LDS homesteaders in Taber who 
had migrated from Hooper, Utah, having just completed 
their homes, combined all their family tents and put them 
up over a temporary floor creating a “tent hall” for dances 
and entertainment.60

In 1909, the Raymond Opera House, complete with a 
large stage, balcony, and spring loaded and optionally tilt-
ing floor, was opened. The opera house was such a grand 
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venue that, in addition to hosting local 
plays, dances, and concerts, it attracted 
well-known travelling theatre companies 
and musicians.61 The opera house was a 
community venture, but received support 
from the Church. A Raymond ward Relief 
Society president, Irene Redd, recalled the 
struggle she experienced when her bishop 
asked her to sell the wheat the Relief Soci-
ety has been storing in case of tough times 
to buy shares in the opera house. Though 

she agonized over the decision, she fol-
lowed her bishop’s request.62 A significant 
portion of the cultural arts tradition of 
southern Alberta was officially promoted 
by the Church itself, with the Church spon-
soring one-act play contests and with many 
wards sponsoring one three-act play and 
several one-act plays each year.63 Orches-
tras, choirs, bands, and theatre, including 
musical theatre, have all been significant 
components of southern Alberta Mormon 

communities ever since, although some-
times overshadowed by sports. In Card-
ston, the well-renowned Carriage House 
Summer Theatre attracts a full house every 
night all summer long, and each town also 
has a community theatre association.

The LDS Relief Society organization 
for women was also a significant instru-
ment for promoting cultural refinement 
in southern Alberta. From the early days 
of the Cardston settlement, Zina Young 

Card, wife of Charles Ora Card, directed 
numerous plays, and Relief Society 
women participated in lectures, recita-
tions, and musical performances; they 
also won prizes at the Territorial Fair in 
Regina for painting and needlepoint.64 All 
of this was done in addition to their duties 
of tending to the needs of the poor and 
the sick, caring for motherless children, 
holding work parties to piece quilts, sew 
carpet rags, and mend clothing.65

◀ The Raymond Opera 
House, completed in 1909, 
was a venue for many local 
cultural events and attracted 
touring musicians and theatre 
companies. This photo shows 
the performance of Gilbert 
and Sullivan’s famed musical 
The Mikado. (Raymond Pio-
neer Museum)

▶ The Temple City Saxophone 
Band evidenced the ongoing 
enthusiasm for and commit-
ment to music in the Card-
ston community. (Glenbow 
Archives ND-27-23)

▶ Louisa Grant Alston, pic-
tured here, was a pioneer of 
Scouting among Latter-day 
Saints in southern Alberta. 
(Magrath Museum)
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Boy Scouts
Scouting was introduced in southern Alberta in 1914, the 
same year it was incorporated in Canada by an Act in 
Parliament.66 That year, Louisa Grant Alston of Magrath 
became Canada’s first female Scoutmaster. In this posi-
tion, she helped train leaders and build the Scouting 
movement around southern Alberta. She subsequently 
received recognition from Canadian Scouting officials, 
including the Duke of Devonshire, who visited the west-
ern provinces, commended her troops, and appointed 
her the first female Scout Commissioner in 1917. Her 
influence must have extended beyond Canada, because 
she was recognized at a Salt Lake City rally as being the 
second most prominent woman in Scouting in America.67 
The LDS Church continues to be a strong supporter of 
Scouts Canada, with thousands of LDS young men and 
leaders participating in the program, despite the inability 
of some less well-developed congregations to maintain 
the program.68

Gospel Culture
Southern Alberta has been home to the full spiritual pro-
gram of the Church. Many have a strong pioneer heritage. 
The choice to come to Canada in the first place was for 
many families an expression of faith. Some came to escape 
persecution for living the Church’s law of plural marriage, 
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while others came in response to mission calls. Others came 
to settle in dry farming districts. Staying to farm in the 
sometimes-harsh southern Alberta climate tended to build 
faith and reliance on the Lord. Members of the Church in 
southern Alberta have had ready access to temple bless-
ings for nearly a century, resulting in multigenerational 
families sealed69 together in the temple. The proximity of 
the temple has also meant that southern Alberta Church 
members have been able to actively participate in temple 
service and to strengthen their faith through frequent 
temple attendance. Many members coming from southern 
Alberta have had rich experience in effectively run Church 
programs. Anecdotal reports suggest that southern Alberta 
wards still have some of the highest statistics in the Church 
for sacrament meeting attendance, home and visiting 
teaching, seminary graduation, and other key indicators of 
spiritual strength.70 In the final analysis, the spiritual cul-
ture of southern Alberta has been the most durable and the 
most exportable.

Continuity and Change over Time
As noted, during the pioneering phase, the Church pro-
vided its members both spiritual and cultural nourishment. 
Much of the culture and many of the institutions of com-
munity life in southern Alberta came through the Church, 

giving the communities a distinctly Mormon and Ameri-
can flavour. Over time, however, Mormon towns in south-
ern Alberta developed an increasingly Canadian feel,  as 
the Church reduced its influence in community life and 
as governments, businesses, and community groups took 
over functions once filled by the Church. These typically 
Canadian institutions played a role in drawing the Mormon 
settlements into mainstream Canadian culture.

For example, from 1910 to 1921, the Church in south-
ern Alberta operated a regional high school in Raymond, 

“The Knight Academy.” The teachers were university trained 
and some were from Utah. The curriculum included a pro-
gram of “music, art, drama, household economics, indus-
trial arts, religion and basketball along with the usual high 
school courses of science, mathematics, history and lan-
guages.”71 Once public schools were introduced, the Acad-
emy was closed, so as not to compete with the public school 
system, and because funding the Church school in addition 
to the public school was burdensome to local residents.72 
Likewise, with the passage of time, schools and commu-
nity organizations have taken over sports and community 
theatre as well. Canadian political, medical, educational, 
financial, and media institutions have further integrated 
southern Alberta communities into Canadian culture and 
lifestyle, making them fundamentally different from similar 
settlements in the United States.

Maintenance of Cultural Ties
While the US-Canadian border has sometimes acted as a 
barrier to American cultural transfer to Canada, Mormon 
cultural ties to the United States have remained strong, 
especially in southern Alberta, over the entire history of 
permanent LDS presence in Canada. When early Mormon 
settlers came to southern Alberta, they left family and 
friends behind in the United States. Keeping in touch with 
Utah relatives was a top priority. Establishing a postal ser-
vice was on the list of requests that Charles O. Card made 
to the Canadian government in 1888 when he and his 
associates visited Ottawa.73 The service was established 
soon thereafter. A rail line between Lethbridge and Great 
Falls was completed in the 1890,74 and in 1894 a telephone 
line connected Cardston with Lethbridge and beyond.75 In 
1903, the St. Mary Railway was completed, connecting Stir-
ling to Cardston via Raymond and Magrath with a branch 
line to Kimball.76 These developments helped early settlers 
not only stay connected with each other, but to maintain 
contact with Utah. Every summer for many years, special 
excursion trains brought friends and family from Utah and 
Idaho to Canada and vice versa.77
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The Alberta settlements received fre-
quent visits from general Church leaders 
including auxiliary and seminary leaders, 
Apostles, and even members of the First 
Presidency.78 Apostle John W. Taylor some-
times lived in Alberta, as did many chil-
dren and grandchildren of the First Presi-
dency and Apostles of the Church.79 With 
such regular contact, leaders in southern 
Alberta were trained in the latest Church 
policies and programs, enabling the Cana-
dian Church to grow in a manner consis-
tent with what was happening south of 
the border.80 Likewise, southern Alberta 
leaders travelled to Utah for various con-
ferences and training sessions sponsored by 
the Church.81 Prior to the completion of the 
Cardston temple in 1923, southern Alberta 
members also travelled to Utah to attend 
the temple.82 The Church sport tourna-
ments and dance festivals provided another 

avenue for culture transfer between Saints 
in Canada and Utah.83

Another source of contact between 
Utah and Idaho and Canadian Mor-
mons, especially those from southern 
Alberta, has been postsecondary education. 
Many Canadian Mormons have received 
postsecondary training at the old Brigham 
Young Academy, at Brigham Young Uni-
versity (BYU), or at BYU–Idaho (formerly 
Ricks College). Some settled in the United 
States following their education, but others 
returned to Canada with reinforced cul-
tural ties with the American Church.

Today’s LDS communities in southern 
Alberta are the result of a 130-year evolution 
of LDS culture in a Canadian environment. 
Local Church members greatly appreciate 
their pioneer heritage and the deep sense 
of community they derive from their past. 
Many have large extended families close 

◀ The temple in Cardston, 
dedicated in 1923, was a focal 
point for the southern Alberta 
Latter-day Saints, strength-
ening them in their faith and 
anchoring subsequent gener-
ations in the gospel. Southern 
Alberta became a gathering 
place for the Saints across 
Canada. (Magrath Museum)

 The Canadian Pacific Rail-
way depot at Magrath, about 
1925. Establishment of rail 
lines greatly facilitated travel 
between Utah and the Cana-
dian Mormon settlements as 
well as among the Canadian 
Mormon settlements. (Glen-
bow Archives PA-4013-1764)
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Shift in the Pattern of Postsecondary Education and the 
Proliferation of YSA Wards
In recent decades, there has been a shift in the postsecondary educational patterns 
of Canadian Mormons as more Canadian students are attending Canadian insti-
tutions. The decline in Canadian student enrollment at Church schools has been 
most dramatic at BYU, where the number of Canadian students peaked at 862 in 
1979, and gradually declined to a low of under three hundred in 2014.84 Brigham 
Young University–Idaho, formerly Ricks College, has had fewer Canadian students. 
While school enrolment more than doubled in the years after becoming a four-year 
university in 2001, the number of Canadian students has not changed much. While 
enrollment for Canadian students at BYU–Idaho dipped from 160 in 2003 to a low of 
120 in 2005, it has remained relatively constant and risen only slightly since then.85

Many reasons may be cited for the trend of Canadian students attending 
post-secondary institutions in Canada in ever-increasing numbers. In January 1970, 
the First Presidency issued a letter encouraging young single adults to attend post-
secondary institutions near their homes and to strengthen the Church in their own 
communities.86 Recently, changing United States’ law has made it increasingly dif-
ficult for international students to stay in the United States after graduation.87 In 
some fields, university programs offered at Church schools do not quite match their 
Canadian counterparts, making licensing and employment in Canada difficult for 
those who return to Canada. Other factors include a sometimes-slumping Canadian 
dollar, capped enrollments for Church schools, and increasingly rigorous admissions 
requirements at Church schools. One anecdote that illustrates how much impact 
the value of the Canadian dollar has on where LDS students attend postsecondary 
school is that in 1998, at a time when the Canadian dollar was valued at 67 cents USD, 
the three Edmonton YSA wards suddenly doubled to six wards. Recently added 
financial obstacles to Canadian students at Church schools include the requirement 
for Canadian students to pay a four-thousand-dollar deposit and to provide proof 
of financial ability to pay for schooling before they can register.88

Another factor for the decrease in Canadian students attending Church schools 
is the Church’s increasing investment in its Institute of Religion programs in Canada 
often housed in buildings adjacent to campus. At the Institute, LDS students have 
the opportunity to take university-level religious classes from LDS Church Educa-
tional System instructors and participate in activities with other LDS young people 
during the week.89 In addition, the Church has established specialized congrega-
tions where young people can mingle together and be strengthened in the faith. 
The first of these in Canada were called “university wards.” These wards were ini-
tially for both single and married students. Each of Edmonton, Calgary, and Leth-
bridge had a University Ward. Later, the focus of specialized congregations for 
young people was changed. Now they are for single church members regardless of 
whether or not they are students and are called young single adult wards. Over time, 
YSA wards and Institute of Religion programs have increased in strength and size. 
By providing opportunities to anchor young people in the faith as well as to find 
marriage partners with the same beliefs, institutes of religion and YSA wards pro-
vide a foundation for further Church growth in their areas.90 As more young adults 
pursue schooling in Canada, marry fellow Canadians, and have careers in Canada, 
the Church in Canada has been strengthened. In 2015, there were twenty YSA wards 
and branches in Alberta,91 four in British Columbia, one in Manitoba, eight in Ontario, 
two in Quebec, and one in Nova Scotia.92

 Young single adults of the 
Kingsway Young Single Adult 
Ward, Edmonton North 
Stake, enjoy an activity suited 
to their interests and needs. 
There are approximately 
thirty-five single adult wards 
and branches across Canada. 
(Brad Lybbert)
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by and strong multigenerational heritage in the gospel.93 
The spiritual focus resulting from the close proximity of 
the temple has also been a lasting heritage. In recent years, 
small communities, affordable housing, large yards, exten-
sive cultural and recreation programs, and good schools 
have increased the perception of southern Alberta towns as 
favourable environments for raising large families.

BEYOND SOUTHERN ALBERTA: 
MORMON CULTURE AND EXPANSION 
OF THE CHURCH IN CANADA

Impact of Urbanization
As part of the massive trend toward urbanization after World 
War II, large numbers of Church members from rural south-
ern Alberta began moving to major Alberta cities like Calgary 
and Edmonton, and to a lesser extent to other major cities 
throughout Canada. As these southern Alberta Church mem-
bers moved, they brought their experience with the Church’s 
many cultural and recreational programs, which became a 
significant element for Church congregations in some of those 
locations. However, some cultural traditions, such as the sense 
of community that is a distinctive feature of Mormon settle-
ments in southern Alberta, have not been fully transmissible 
to an environment where LDS form only a small minority of 
the total population. Most importantly, much of the spiritual 
heritage has been effectively transmitted by migrating south-
ern Albertans. This heritage has been a valuable strength to 
members of the Church in parts of Canada with significant 
numbers of southern Alberta migrants. In other locations 
with fewer members native to southern Alberta, cultural tra-
ditions from southern Alberta have had little impact.

One example of southern Alberta culture being transmit-
ted to an Alberta city was when, in the 1940s, some LDS stu-
dents arrived at the University of Alberta in Edmonton and 
wanted to play basketball together in the university’s intramu-
ral league. However, to enter the league, they needed to belong 
to a university-sponsored club. Brigham Y. Card, a Church 
member who was a professor at the university, arranged for 
the organization of an LDS Club, which called for regular reli-
gious meetings in addition to organizing a basketball team. 
This LDS Club became the precursor to the development of 
the Institute of Religion in Edmonton as well as Institutes of 
Religion on university campuses across Canada.94

In the early 1960s, extensive Church sports and cultural 
programs were part of the official program in cities where 
the Church was well established.95 Teams from across 
Alberta as well as from the Vancouver and Toronto Stakes 
competed for a chance to go to the all-Church tournaments 

in Salt Lake City. For example, the Calgary Fourth Ward 
was the Canadian champion in junior softball in 1965 and 
1966 and competed in the all-Church tournament.96 In due 
course, the Saints were able to build their own meeting-
houses, which included gymnasiums complete with stages 
to facilitate the athletic and cultural activities of the Church.

Fund-Raising Projects
The Church in cities in which it was being newly established 
faced different challenges than the Church in southern Alberta 
communities, including the need to fund-raise for Church 
buildings, do missionary work, strengthen and integrate new 
converts, and improve the public image of the Church. Local 
Church leaders were both creative and inspired as they sought 
to fill these needs while also applying Latter-day Saint doc-
trines, such as, “whatever principle of intelligence we attain 
unto in this life, it will rise with us in the resurrection” (Doc-
trine and Covenants 130:18), “ye are the light of the world” 
(Matthew 5:14), and “where much is given much is required” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 82:3). Ingeniously, they were able to 
develop fund-raising projects that simultaneously improved 
the Church image and provided opportunities for members 
to develop their talents and share them with the community. 
Church cultural values, while appreciated and enjoyed for 
their intrinsic value, were thus adapted as a tool to meet the 
pressing needs of the local congregations.

One of the means used to generate funds was holding 
musical or dramatic performances for the community and 
raising funds from ticket sales. For example, as early as the 
1920s, the Calgary Branch produced plays and performed 
them for the public to raise money for the Church.97 A 1948 
production of a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta in Edmonton 
raised $3,000 for the Church building fund.98 Fund-raising 
dinners and rummage sales were held,99 and booths at the 
Calgary Stampede and Edmonton Klondike Days were also 
important annual fundraisers in their respective cities.100

In Calgary and Edmonton, the Relief Society organized 
bazaars where Mormon handicrafts were displayed, taught, 
and sold to the public, with the dual purpose of raising money 
and integrating with the community. Children’s clothing, 
pillowcases, aprons, quilts, and other handicrafts made by 
Mormon women were very popular, and the bazaars were 
good fundraisers and also received significant media atten-
tion.101 When Hattie Jensen, a native of Aetna, Alberta, was 
living in Edmonton, she was asked to crochet two doilies to 
sell for a bazaar. However, she suggested an even better plan. 
Growing up in southern Alberta, she had learned the art of 
chocolate making, and she suggested making chocolates to 
sell instead.102 In time, chocolate making developed into a 
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event, featuring individual sports, could be held on a single 
day. This avenue for promoting sport was more realistic for 
the new Toronto Stake than putting together teams to com-
pete in the Churchwide basketball or baseball tournaments, 
especially given the distance of over two thousand miles 
from Church headquarters. However, some Church ball 
teams were also organized in the Toronto area.108

Mormon Culture in the Mission Field
In the post war era, majority LDS communities in south-
ern Alberta continued to focus heavily on developing well-
rounded individuals and strong communities. In Alberta 
cities, and to a limited extent in Vancouver and Toronto, the 
focus was on adapting the full Church program to help with 
fund-raising and public image issues. Church members in 
the rest of Canada faced entirely different realities. After the 
directive, beginning in early 1900s, for members to build Zion 
locally rather than gathering to Church settlements, there 
began to be small numbers of Church members living in 
isolation from each other across Canada. Some of these mem-
bers originated in southern Alberta, some came to Canada 
from other locations, and the bulk of them were local converts.

In pioneering the Church in each location, it was wholly 
unrealistic to try to implement the full cultural and athletic 
programs of the Church. Early members faced many chal-
lenges, including geographic isolation, difficulty gaining access 
to Church resources, coping with profound anti-Mormon 
prejudice, and getting missionaries into their areas. Branches 
and districts administered by the mission president and mis-
sionaries naturally had a much greater emphasis on mission-
ary work than wards and stakes administered by local leaders. 
Missionary open houses, cottage meetings, missionary fire-
sides, and other activities were a significant part of the Church 
in its pioneering phase in these areas.

Later, efforts had to be made in each area to train lead-
ers to effectively administer the priesthood and Church pro-
grams, before stakes could be formed. Often a limited number 
of well-trained faithful members were kept extremely busy 
trying to run the basic programs of the Church while tending 
to far-flung members and to those who were new to or strug-
gling  in the faith. Members also faced challenges in raising 

massive operation in its own right in Edmonton, involving 
all adults, and it is said that the first Edmonton stake centre 
(now the Bonnie Doon Stake Centre) was “the church that 
chocolates built.”103 Chocolate making was so successful 
that the skills were formally taught to Relief Societies across 
western Canada and into eastern Canada, and were even 
demonstrated at a Relief Society conference in Salt Lake 
City.104 At its peak, the Church in Edmonton sold twelve 
thousand pounds of chocolates each year.105

In Vancouver, the Church was smaller relative to the 
population, but it seems to have had similar cultural and 
fundraising experiences in the postwar period. The mem-
bers held a production of “Promised Valley” in 1961 and 
hosted travelling performances of the Ogden Chorale, the 
combined choruses of the Institutes of the University of 
Utah, and other groups. These events raised funds for build-
ings and/or involved the community. Roadshows, gold and 
green balls, dance festivals, and Scouting were all part of 
the Church program in British Columbia. The Vancouver 
Stake and the stakes in Alberta each sent contingents of 

“Singing Mothers” to Salt Lake City in 1967 to sing at the 
Relief Society conference and in one session of general con-
ference to commemorate the centennial of Canada.106

The Toronto Stake was formed in 1960—the same 
year as the Vancouver Stake. Though its members were 
even more scattered, efforts were made to implement the 
Church’s sports and cultural programs. The stake held track 
and field competitions in the 1960s.107 The track and field 
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the Church in their own areas. The faith of 
these pioneers was deepened by their need 
to rely on God in difficult circumstances.

The Diffusion across Canada of 
Solutions for Fund-Raising and 
Improving Public Image
Fundraising, missionary work, and improv-
ing public perceptions of the Church were 
major issues everywhere in Canada as the 
Church tried to establish its presence outside 
southern Alberta. While all Canadian LDS 
Church units operated under a uniform set 
of Church policies and handbooks which 
applied to the Church around the world, 
these policies did not often dictate the spe-
cifics of how to fundraise, share the gospel, or 
integrate with the community. The Church 
had no Canadian-specific structure to share 
ideas for activities and programs or deal with 
uniquely Canadian needs.109 Thus, it is inter-
esting to observe the spread of ideas across 
the country and to notice that some loca-
tions developed entirely original ways to deal 
with issues many Canadian Mormons had in 
common. In terms of fund-raising, chocolate 
making, bazaars, and having booths at fairs 
were dominant ideas in Western Canada. In 
the Maritimes, a completely different tra-
dition emerged. Gingerbread houses were 
made and sold in Halifax as a successful 
fundraiser. Wards in many parts of Ontario 
delivered flyers, including Sears and Cana-
dian Tire catalogues.110 While there was some 
chocolate making in eastern  Canada and 
some catalog delivery in western Canada, the 
dominant traditions were dissimilar.

Overcoming prejudice and false 
impressions about the Church has been big 
issue for members of the Church around 
Canada. In Calgary in 1964, Western Cana-
dian Mission pioneered a live outdoor 
nativity pageant as a service to the commu-
nity and to help overcome perceptions that 
Mormons are not Christians. The Calgary 
pageant has now been running annually for 
over fifty years. It takes place at Heritage 
Park where it attracts about twenty thou-
sand community members each year.111 In 

children in the faith while living in an envi-
ronment that could be hostile to the Church. 
Later, as the Church grew in each location, 
the members added a focus on fundraising 
for Church buildings and other needs and on 
improving public perceptions. While the full 
sports and cultural program of the Church 
could not be implemented in all parts of 
Canada, some parts of the Church program 
such as roadshows and gold and green balls 
were widely adopted. Road shows, which are 
short musical plays, were written and staged 
by individual wards and branches and per-
formed in stake competitions in many parts 
of Canada. Annual gold and green balls 
(formal dances) were also widespread.

One element that was not lacking, as 
Saints struggled to help the Church gain 
a foothold in isolated locations, was faith. 
Joseph Smith taught the principle that sac-
rifice builds faith, so it is not surprising that 
incredible faith was often found among 
those Saints who had to sacrifice the most 
to be faithful members of the Church. Not 
distracted by sports or dramatic produc-
tions, members transplanted from southern 
Alberta were able to strengthen and transmit 
the most important part of their culture—
their core testimony of the gospel—to help 
strengthen the Church around the country. 
Faithful members who were converts to 
the Church or transplanted from elsewhere 
are also among the pioneers who built up 

◀ Promised Valley, a musical 
stage production composed 
in 1947 for the centennial of 
the Mormon pioneers’ arrival 
in the Salt Lake Valley, was 
produced in various parts of 
Canada, including Edmonton 
(shown here) in the early 
1960s, Vancouver in 1961, 
and Calgary in 1973. (Cour-
tesy of Walter Meyer)

 Angels with harps in a ward 
roadshow, Edmonton, 1976. 
Roadshows, a popular activity 
throughout the Church, were 
original, short, and often 
humorous musical stage pro-
ductions with simple costumes 
and portable sets and props. 
(Walter Meyer)

◀ Beginning with the efforts 
of Relief Society women in 
Edmonton, chocolate-making 
became a very successful 
fund-raising activity in many 
parts of Canada. Shown here 
is Varge Gilchrist, patriarch 
of the Ottawa Stake, helping 
with chocolate making in 
Ottawa in 1980. (Gail Schow)



164       CANADIAN MORMONS

The Kingston, Ontario, Outdoor Nativity Pageant
In November 1977, a new ward meetinghouse was completed in Kingston, Ontario. 
That same month, local members Roy Prete and LeRoy Whitehead conceived the 
idea of adapting the Calgary outdoor nativity pageant in such a way that it could 
be performed by a small number of Church members. Together with their ward 
council, they boldly planned a nativity pageant in Kingston the very next month to 
draw community members to the new Church building. LeRoy Whitehead had lived 
in Calgary and had participated in the pageant and he was able to secure a copy 
of the soundtrack from Calgary. Fortunately, the ward had an artist, Tim Holt, who 
painted the set, and a Relief Society sister, Jessie Detlor, who happened to have 
fabric in her home which was perfectly suited for costumes. Finding live animals for 
the pageant was an obstacle, as no members of the Church in the area were farmers. 
After struggling with this problem, Roy Prete had a dream one night in which he 
learned where to go to find a local farmer, whose neighbour loaned his donkey.112

Other miracles also occurred in association with the first year of the pageant, 
such as when the community bulletin board channel of the local cable television sta-
tion broke down so that the pageant was advertised for eight hours straight rather 
than for a few seconds at a time.113 A total of 950 community members attended 
that first year, and in later years attendance was as high as 6,000 in a single year 
and 2,500 on a single night.114 Pageant visitors in Kingston are invited indoors for 
hot chocolate, to watch Mr. Krueger’s Christmas, and to browse missionary displays. 
Visitors have an opportunity to make a food bank donation. For many years, a major 
objective of the pageant was to help community members understand that Mor-
mons are Christians. In more recent years, due to increasing secularization and mul-
ticulturalism, the pageant is, for many people, a first introduction to Christianity.115

 This photo was taken at the 
fortieth anniversary of the 
outdoor nativity pageant in 
Kingston, Ontario. Pageants 
such as these were a popu-
lar and effective means for 
Church members to share 
with the community the true 
meaning of Christmas and to 
reinforce the message that the 
LDS Church is indeed a Chris-
tian religion. (Stephen Elliott)
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In 1964, the first French-speaking congregation in Canada 
was formed in Montreal, called the Hochelaga Branch.119

In 1969, the Church in Quebec had an enormous 
opportunity to get into the public eye. The Church leased 
space on the site of the 1967 Montreal World’s Fair, Expo 67, 
where a subsequent exhibition, “Man and His World,” was 
held for several years. The Church constructed a pavilion, 
featuring the film, Man’s Search for Happiness, along with 
displays about the restoration of the gospel. In 1969, the 
first year the Mormon pavilion was opened, more than 
three hundred thousand people visited and learned more 
about the Church. This pavilion jumpstarted missionary 
work in Quebec at the time when French-speaking Quebe-
cois were experiencing the cultural change called the Quiet 
Revolution and were beginning to look outside the  Cath-
olic Church for answers.120 French-Canadians joined the 
Church in considerable numbers in the years that followed. 
In 1978, the first French stake in North America was 
formed in Montreal, and in 2006 a second French stake was 
organized in Longueuil, Quebec.121

Ethnic Wards and Branches
Canadian immigration policy has gradually changed the 
ethnic composition of Canada (see chapter 4). In the late 
1960s, immigration policy officially defined Canada as 
a bilingual and multicultural country. As a country that 
celebrates multiculturalism, Canada has become home 
to people, cultures, and languages from practically every 
country in the world. In the United States, ethnic wards 
and branches were established beginning in the early 1960s 
under the direction of President Spencer W. Kimball, who 
was “an enthusiastic supporter of ethnic units.”122 In Canada, 
members of minority language communities began joining 
the Church while others arrived in Canada already belong-
ing to the Church. Soon the Church organized a number 
of “specialized congregations” in Canada as well to meet 
the linguistic and cultural needs of these immigrants.123 
According to Jessie L. Embry, the establishment and growth 
of ethnic wards and branches followed the scriptural admo-
nition to teach the gospel to people in their own language,124 
and was “a logical outgrowth of ethnic proselyting” and the 
establishment of “ethnic Sunday Schools”125 associated with 
English-speaking wards.

Ethnic and linguistic wards and branches are “culturally 
comfortable places for members to worship in their native 
language.”126 They serve as centres of ethnic cohesion, as 
these wards and branches tend to have more “planned activ-
ities unique to that culture,”127 decreased potential prejudice, 
and more opportunities for members to serve in Church 

1977, the Kingston Ward of the Ottawa Ontario Stake, on 
the completion of its new building, adapted the Calgary 
outdoor nativity pageant, put on by the joint efforts of two 
Calgary stakes, to a production that could be presented by 
a single ward or branch. Both pageants were so successful 
that other branches, wards, and stakes across Canada have 
also embraced nativity pageants as a way to improve the 
profile of the Church and render service to the community.

The rise of outdoor nativity pageants in other areas of 
eastern Canada, regardless of the cold weather, has often 
coincided with members from Kingston moving into 
an area and reporting to Church leaders on the relative 
merits of such an activity. For example, John Ekin, who 
was involved in the Kingston pageant, moved several times 
and helped start pageants in other places he lived, includ-
ing Smith Falls, Ottawa and Newmarket, Ontario. Tim Holt, 
the set designer from Kingston, was instrumental in bring-
ing nativity pageants to Halifax, Nova Scotia, and Trenton, 
Ontario. At least sixteen pageants were spin-offs from the 
Kingston pageant.116 Other nativity pageants trace their 
origin directly to the Calgary pageant. As of 2013, there 
were nativity pageants in Calgary, Cardston, Lethbridge, 
Spruce Grove, and Taber, Alberta; Duncan and Victoria, 
British Columbia; Kindersley and Swift Current Saskatch-
ewan; Winnipeg, Manitoba; London, Brampton, Kings-
ton, Ottawa, Newmarket, Ontario; Charlottetown, Prince 
Edward Island; and Dartmouth, Nova Scotia.117 Several 
wards and branches, such as in Rocky Mountain House, 
Alberta, and Walkerton, Ontario, have opted to provide a 
community service by hosting an indoor crèche display for 
the community.118

Expanding into the French Language
As the Church expanded into Quebec where the majority 
population is French-speaking, and as Canada has become 
more multicultural and multilinguistic, the Church has 
made efforts to provide access to the gospel in the native 
tongue of its members and prospective members. In 
Quebec, prior to the Quiet Revolution, missionary work 
was largely unsuccessful among French Canadians, and the 
first Church units in Quebec were English-speaking (see 
chapter 14). However, in 1961, when Thomas S. Monson 
was president of the Canadian Mission, French-speaking 
missionaries were assigned to work among Francophones 
in Montreal. Baptisms followed, and the English-speaking 
Montreal Branch began holding an additional weekly 
sacrament meeting and Sunday School in the French lan-
guage to accommodate new Francophone converts and 
French-speaking people who were investigating the Church. 
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cases, members do their best to accept differences, over-
come language barriers, and serve one another.

POLITICAL CULTURE OF CANADIAN 
MORMONS
Although the political culture of Canadian Mormons is not 
fully documented and more research is needed in this area, 
it is known that early settlers in Cardston tried their best to 
integrate into the Canadian political system. In the 1890s, 
Charles Ora Card advised Church members to “make a 
good showing at the polls,” and that they were “at liberty 
to choose either of the national parties.” He also counselled 
them to “avoid political excitement.”135 His advice reflected 
LDS policy of encouraging political involvement while 
remaining politically neutral, a policy which continues 
into the twenty-first century. While the early settlers were 
sometimes bewildered by the Canadian political process,136 
in time members of the Church found their way onto the 
political stage in Alberta.

Over the course of the history of the Province of Alberta, 
Mormons have served as Members of the Legislative 

callings.128 However, some ethnic and linguistic wards and 
branches face challenges, including small membership 
and  inadequate leadership to run the full program of the 
Church. Separating by language or ethnicity may make it 
harder for immigrants to integrate with the majority lan-
guage and culture. In addition, there is also a school of 
thought that because the gospel supersedes all cultures and 
languages, wards and branches should integrate and accom-
modate all cultural and linguistic differences among their 
membership.129 Church leaders weigh all these consider-
ations when making decisions to create and occasionally to 
disband ethnic and linguistic wards and branches. In 2015, 
there were twenty wards and branches across Canada whose 
language was neither English or French, most of which were 
in Canada’s largest centres, Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, 
and Montreal. Of these, thirteen were Spanish-speaking, six 
Chinese (three Mandarin, one Cantonese, and two desig-
nated “Chinese”), and one Korean.130 In many other cases, 
wards that are “English” or “French” actually have members 
from many ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds 
(sometimes referred to as “integrated wards”).131 In those 

First Spanish Branch in Canada
The Lehi Branch, the first Spanish-speaking branch of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Canada, 
was established in Toronto on 16 February 1977. Elis Astur Ibáñez was called as branch president, Arrigo Juárez as 
first counselor, and Pablo Ross as secretary. The branch started with fifteen members (as shown here), including 
one Italian-speaking sister who joined the branch because she wanted to attend a non-English-speaking congrega-
tion.132 The branch met in the Ossington Chapel, which was the first LDS meetinghouse in Toronto,133 and later held 
meetings in the Etobicoke meetinghouse. The Lehi Branch later was renamed the Centennial Park Ward (Spanish) 
in 2006 when it amalgamated with another Spanish unit in the greater Toronto area.134
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mentioned.139 Several LDS MLAs have also 
served in the cabinet of the Alberta Gov-
ernment, including N. Eldon Tanner, Solon 
Low, Edgar Hinman, Bill Payne, Jack Ady, 
and Cindy Ady. The cities of Lethbridge, 
Calgary, and Edmonton have each had an 
LDS mayor.140

On the Federal level, only five 
Latter-day Saints have ever served as Mem-
bers of Parliament—all from Alberta.141 
Few, if any, members of the Church have 
served as members of their provincial leg-
islative assemblies outside Alberta. The 
underrepresentation of Mormons in pol-
itics in the rest of Canada may in part be 
explained by the fact that the Church is run 
by a lay ministry; the time faithful mem-
bers give to Church service is especially 
great where congregations are small. While 
Church members in Alberta feel a sense 
of community as members of the Church, 
members in other places around Canada, 
where they constitute a small minority 
of the population, may feel apart from 
the community as a whole and therefore 
uncomfortable representing it. Another 

Assembly (MLAs) in numbers roughly pro-
portionate to their population; between 
two and three percent of all Alberta MLAs 
have been LDS, while roughly two percent 
of the Alberta population is LDS.137 While 
most MLAs for the Cardston constituency 
(now Cardston-Taber-Warner) have been 
LDS,138 there have been several LDS MLAs 
representing other constituencies as well. 
It is a notable reflection of the acceptance 
Mormons enjoy in Alberta that religious 
affiliation has not been an issue for these 
provincial candidates. Even when Mormon 
Gordon Kesler was elected in 1982 to rep-
resent the Western Canada Concept Party 
(a western separatist party), though much 
was made of his election in the media, 
his religious background was not often 

◀ The first Spanish Branch 
in Canada was organized 
in Toronto in 1977. There 
are now nearly twenty 
ethnic units of the Church in 
Canada. (Spanish Liahona)

▶ These Korean danc-
ers, performing in “Every 
Nation, Every People,” a 2007 
Church-sponsored program in 
Vancouver, shared their unique 
culture with an appreciative 
audience. In the same pro-
gram, groups from other heri-
tages and backgrounds likewise 
brought their own colourful 
music and dance to the stage, 
showcasing the ethnic diversity 
of the area. (John McCulloch)

▶ Many Latter-day Saints 
have served as members of the 
Alberta Legislative Assembly 
over the years. The 1944 
photograph of all members of 
the Assembly shows the diver-
sity of political philosophies 
among Church members. 
N. Eldon Tanner, a senior 
cabinet minister in the Social 
Credit government, was serv-
ing at the same time that Jim 
Walker, another LDS member 
of the Legislative Assembly, 
was the leader of the opposi-
tion party. Every Alberta Leg-
islative Assembly from 1905 to 
2015 has included at least one 
Latter-day Saint. (Provincial 
Archives of Alberta A3581)
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deterrent for would-be Mormon political candidates might 
be fear of bringing upon themselves and their families the 
hostility they have seen displayed in the mainstream media 
toward traditional social values in general and toward the 
LDS Church in particular.

The Church has voiced positions on social issues such 
as alcohol, abortion, gay marriage, and gambling, and on 
occasion Church members have been mobilized into the 
political arena to support the Church’s position. This was 
the case in Alberta in 1998 when several communities were 
circulating petitions to force a plebiscite on banning video 
lottery terminals. The Church mobilized its members in 
Edmonton and Calgary to work with other churches who 
opposed gambling to canvass for signatures on the petition. 
Church members in each city gathered about half of the 
needed signatures, and the plebiscites were held.142 Church 
members also partnered with like-minded people in Sas-
katchewan to oppose gambling.143

Prohibition of alcohol has been an important issue 
to members of the Church in southern Alberta towns for 
more than a century. E. J. Wood was active in the early 
twentieth century in the campaign for prohibition, and a 
high percentage of Mormon settlers voted to keep alcohol 
out of their communities.144 In 2014, the town of Cardston, 
still predominantly LDS, held a plebiscite on whether to 
uphold the century-old ban on liquor sales in the town, 
as well as whether to rent out town recreational facilities 
on Sundays. (The facilities had been closed on Sundays.) 
With  a high voter turnout, 68 percent of voters favoured 
upholding a complete liquor ban, while 67 percent opposed 
opening recreation facilities on Sundays, even for rentals.145 
In this case, a strong majority of Church members voted to 
have their community support LDS values.

With respect to party politics, there is not much data on 
how church members vote. However, there is no reason to 
think that they vote as a block. While the Church encour-
ages its members to participate in the political process, it 
does not endorse candidates or parties. Members of the 
Church are left to use their own judgment to choose repre-
sentatives that most closely reflect their values and interests. 
The choice of candidates is not considered appropriate dis-
cussion in church services.

In the United States, Mormons have tended to vote 
Republican more than Democrat, with the likelihood of 
voting Republican increasing with higher levels of activity 
in the Church.146 However, unlike the United States, polit-
ical parties in Canada have not always been delineated 
by stands on social and moral issues. The Liberal Party 
has traditionally had more liberal social policies than the 

Progressive Conservative Party, but neither represented 
an especially socially conservative point of view. The Con-
servative Party of Canada, formed in 2004 under Stephen 
Harper, has included social conservatives in its “big tent.” 
While they did not reopen morally divisive issues, the Con-
servatives had several policies that supported families that 
chose to have a parent stay home with children.147 However, 
there is no data to determine if Mormons vote Conser-
vative more than their neighbours. While the majority of 
Mormons in southern Alberta seemed to vote Conserva-
tive in recent federal elections, this is also a reflection of the 
regional tendency to vote Conservative in Alberta. Mem-
bers of the Church around Canada are likely influenced 
in their voting by regional trends, and further research 
is needed to understand what impact, if any, Church 
membership has on voting in Canada.

THE IMPACT OF THE US-CANADIAN BORDER 
ON CHURCH ADMINISTRATION IN CANADA
The international border continues to have a significant 
impact on the development of the Church in Canada, even 
as the Church becomes well established. In particular, 
because institutions, laws, and regulations are different in 
Canada, the Church has had to incorporate itself as a legal 
and financial entity separate from the main Church head-
quarters in the United States. Incorporation provides  the 
Church with several advantages, including separating 
the Church as a legal entity from individual members; lim-
iting the liability of regular Church members and Church 
leaders with regards to Church debt or the actions of other 
Church members; purchasing, selling, transferring, and 
mortgaging land regardless of membership changes; being 
able to bring legal action in its own name; entering into 
legal contracts as a corporation; and ensuring continuity 
when membership and/or leadership changes.148 In addi-
tion, since the Church is a registered Canadian charity, it is 
able to issue tax receipts for donations, which members can 
use to offset their taxes.

Under Canadian law, the LDS Church in Canada incor-
porated into a legal entity in 1926–27. All Church property 
in Canada is held in the name of “the president of the Leth-
bridge Stake of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints.” Finances of the church are held in the names of the 
Stake Presidents of the Church in Canada with two stake 
presidents in Calgary serving as trustees for the Church in 
Canada. All financial documents for the Church in Canada 
are signed by these trustees.149

The incorporation of the LDS Church in Canada was 
necessary in part because the border acts as a barrier to the 
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free flow of money from the LDS Church’s 
Canadian corporation to the Church head-
quarters in Salt Lake City. Canadian law 
limits donations sent from Canada directly 
to Salt Lake City to 5 percent of total rev-
enues,150 and since the Canadian Church 
collects more than it needs to manage and 
administer the Church’s programs, pay its 
full- and part-time employees, and main-
tain its buildings, it has to find appropriate 
ways to use this money to serve the world-
wide Church while obeying Canadian 
law. For example, money donated to the 
general missionary fund stays in Canada 
and is sometimes used to fund mission-
aries from around the world who are 
assigned to missions in Canada. Money 
is also donated to Church-affiliated char-
ities, to other non-LDS charities and to 
institutions that the Canadian government 
recognizes as “qualified donees,” such as 
Brigham Young University.151

The famine in Ethiopia provided an 
example of how the border acts as a finan-
cial barrier. In 1985, the First Presidency of 
the LDS Church called for a North America–
wide fast for the victims of the Ethiopian 
famine. Canadian Saints donated $250,000 
as part of the special fast. However, Cana-
dian law did not permit the money to be 
sent to Salt Lake City for the Church to send 
directly to Ethiopia. A decision was made 
by Canadian  Church leaders, after consul-
tation with Church headquarters, to donate 
the money to the Canadian Red Cross, a 
qualified donee.  The Alberta government 
decided to match the  Church’s contribu-
tion of $250,000, and then  the Canadian 
government matched the Church’s and the 
province’s contributions, so that in total 
one million dollars was donated to the 
Canadian Red Cross, which was reportedly 
the largest single donation to the organiza-
tion up to that time.152

The border also acts as a barrier for 
bringing Church materials to Canada. 
L.  David McLachlan, a former president 
of the Lethbridge East Stake, was one of 
a series of LDS employees who worked 

at the custom broker H. H. Smith. Part of 
McLachlan’s job was to handle all the LDS 
Church accounts from 1994 to 2011. His 
challenge was to facilitate the importing 
of Church materials, such as curriculum 
books, temple clothing, Church maga-
zines, building materials, and disaster 
relief supplies in such a way as to strictly 
comply with Canadian laws, while keeping 
expenses as reasonable as possible. Min-
imizing postage expenses for the Church 
News and Church magazines has also been 
a priority. As a result, all Church magazines 
clear the border at Coutts and are shipped 
to Calgary, where they are mailed to homes 
across Canada.153

Part of the challenge associated with 
importing goods from the United States into 
Canada is that they are subject to Canadian 
import laws and regulations. For example, 
all temple clothing has to be labelled in 
accordance with Canadian clothing label-
ling laws. Canned foods for the bishops’ 
storehouses in Canada, which are part of 
the LDS Church’s vast welfare system that 
allows the Church to look after the temporal 
needs of its members and other members of 
the community, are no longer being brought 
from the Church canneries in the United 
States because nutritional and language 
labelling laws made their import impracti-
cal. Instead, the Church in Canada contracts 
with Canadian food suppliers to stock the 
shelves of the bishops’ storehouses. Some 
food storage items are still imported from 
the United States. For example, hot choco-
late for dry pack canning was approved for 
importing, but only after it was determined 
to have a high enough sugar content to be 
classified as confectionary rather than dairy. 
Wheat imports and exports have historically 
been limited because of the Canadian Wheat 
Board. Building materials, furnishings for 
chapels and temples, and disaster relief sup-
plies are all imported in accordance with 
Canadian law. Local construction compa-
nies are often selected to build Church build-
ings because of Canadian labour laws as well 
as a desire to support local economies.154

 Victims of drought and 
famine in a refugee camp in 
Korem, northern Ethiopia, 
in November 1984. A devas-
tating famine killed up to one 
million people in Ethiopia 
between 1983 and 1985, leav-
ing millions of others destitute. 
On 27 January 1985, mem-
bers of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints 
held a special fast for the 
famine victims. The Canadian 
Saints raised $250,000, which 
was donated to the Canadian 
Red Cross. The Alberta gov-
ernment matched the Church’s 
donation, and the federal 
government matched the 
combined Church and Alberta 
government donations. (Con-
tact Press Images)
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much more environmentally conscious than their Amer-
ican counterparts, and some provinces have extensive 
recycling programs. Gay marriage, accepted in the United 
States by a Supreme Court ruling in 2015, had been legal 
in Canada for more than a decade. While Canadian Mor-
mons may not support and in fact may oppose many of 
the social aspects of the country which run counter to tra-
ditional beliefs or family values, the fact of living in the 
country and being Canadian has forged a deep sense of 
Canadian patriotism and identity. At the same time, they 
as Mormons have had a deep sense of identity as Mor-
mons, who have distinctive beliefs and practices. Follow-
ing the Mormon settlement in Alberta, Mormons began to 
forge a sense of being Canadian Mormons. Arguably, that 
identity has persisted in one form or another in succeed-
ing generations.

In the last decades of the twentieth century, The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has become a 
worldwide church. It has gradually dropped programs with 
a Utah cultural bias, instead focusing on basic gospel prin-
ciples, which form a “universal gospel culture.” Community 
service, the strengthening of youth and young adults, the 
proliferation of temples, and the renewed focus on temple 
and family history work are important parts of the “univer-
sal gospel culture.” At the same time, some measures such 
as an all-Canada administration of institute and seminary, 
all-Canadian websites, the broadcast of stake conference 
across Canada and attempts to better understand Cana-
dian Mormon history have forged a stronger Canadian 
Mormon identity.

FASHIONING A DISTINCTIVE CANADIAN 
MORMON IDENTITY
The question of national identity is very complex, espe-
cially in a country such as Canada, which has distinct 
regional identities, including a strong sense of “nationality” 
in French-speaking Quebec. In 1968, the Liberal govern-
ment of Pierre Elliott Trudeau, giving due recognition to 
the French population of Quebec as one of the founding 
peoples of Canada, and the vast ethnic differences within 
the country, defined Canada as a bilingual, multicultural 
country. In Canada, regional identities are much more pro-
nounced than in the United States, with various regions 
clamoring for either special recognition or a larger share of 
the national wealth.

Shaped by a history and tradition quite different from 
the United States, Canadian culture tends to be more 
European than American culture. While similar in its 
concept of democracy and the rule of law, Canada has a 
parliamentary system of government, based on the British 
model rather than the American presidential system. In 
terms of foreign policy, since World War II, Canada, while 
engaging with the United States in NATO and cooperating 
on other security issues, has had more focus on UN-based 
peacekeeping missions than the United States, and has 
been selective in which American wars it participates. 
Canada, typically, has had a more open policy toward 
immigration and refugees than the United States has had. 
On social issues, on the European model, Canada has had 
state-paid medicine for more than fifty years and has long 
since abolished the death penalty. Canadians tend to be 
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details of how to do these activities. The 
handbook for Relief Society continues to 
call for teaching “self-reliance and prov-
ident living” and “homemaking,”159 but 
allows local presidencies and bishoprics 
discretion on which topics to emphasize at 
weekday Relief Society meetings. The 2010 
handbook eliminated ward activities com-
mittees and turned control of activities for 
the ward to the ward council. This change 
has shifted the emphasis from socializing 
for its own sake to using activities to meet 
needs of individuals as identified by the 
ward council.160

In southern Alberta, cultural elements 
once sponsored by the Church have been 
taken over by schools and community 
groups, but many members continue to 
value music, dance, basketball, handicrafts, 
and gardening. These same cultural values 
can often be seen in Alberta cities and else-
where. However, among those newer to the 
Church and in places more distant from 
southern Alberta, members may be at a 
loss to understand why LDS people should 
prefer basketball to hockey (or soccer) or 
why a plan to be self-reliant should include 
canning food or sewing clothes when in 
both cases buying them is cheaper and 
much easier.

Community Service
In 1982, the Church reduced the local 
share of meetinghouse construction costs 
to four percent.161 In January 1990, the 
Church assumed 100 percent of all costs 
related to the building and maintenance 
of meetinghouses and, based on member-
ship numbers and attendance, provided 
funds to local congregations for supplies 
and activities, formerly financed by local 
budget assessments.162 This change in the 
financial administration of the Church 
meant that there was no longer a need 
for fund-raising, nor was it allowed. 
Exceptions were made to raise money for 
Scouting and youth camps.163

As fund-raising requirements 
have decreased, Latter-day Saints have 

The Simplification of Church 
Programs and Embracing a 
Universal Gospel Culture
Church Correlation, beginning in the 
1960s, gradually simplified and stream-
lined Church programs and placed the 
focus of the Church on “gospel culture,” 
with a primary emphasis on living the 
principles of the gospel and strengthen-
ing families, leaving physical and cultural 
development to other organizations (see 
chapter 5).155 These changes made Church 
programs easier to implement regardless 
of local cultures, travel distances, and other 
local differences and priorities. As such, 
they reflected the changing demographic 
of the Church from being culturally 
homogenous and primarily located in 
LDS-dominant agricultural communities 
to being culturally diverse and growing 
in cities and towns where LDS are the 
minority. The renewed emphasis on family 
religious behaviour also coincides with 
the decline of the family in Canadian 
society and reflects an increased need to 
fortify families against the prevailing soci-
etal culture. The simplification of Church 
programs and meeting schedules and the 
removal of cultural elements and fund-
raising are changes that happened little by 
little over a period of nearly thirty years 
from the 1960s to the 1990s.156

Though Church programs have sim-
plified immensely, the same principles, 
which were behind former programs are 
taught today. For example, there is still a 
chapter in Gospel Principles on “Develop-
ing Our Talents.” Consistent with values 
and principles from one hundred years 
ago, the 2010 Church handbook suggests 
the following as appropriate for young 
men and young women activities: “service 
projects, music, dance, drama, cultural 
events, sports, or athletic events, career 
exploration, and outdoor activities.”157 
The difference is that weekday activities 
for youth are now limited to one-and-a-
half hours per week158 and Church head-
quarters no longer gets involved in the 

◀ Young Men and Young 
Women receive training in 
job-seeking skills at the LDS 
Employment Centre in Leth-
bridge. This multifunction 
facility not only has employ-
ment and counselling services 
but also houses a bishops’ 
storehouse which provides 
groceries for those in need. In 
addition, it stocks food storage 
products and has a dry pack 
canning facility. The five bish-
ops’ storehouses in Canada 
(one in British Columbia, 
three in Alberta, and one in 
Ontario) must carefully comply 
with Canadian law to stock 
their shelves. (Darrel Nelson)
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City-Wide Food Drive broke the Guin-
ness World Record for the most food col-
lected in a single day (over 500,000 lbs), 
and, though Calgary no longer holds that 
record, they continue to collect that much 
food on an annual basis. There are also 
LDS-sponsored food drives in many other 
Canadian cities including Edmonton, Red 
Deer, Airdrie, Lethbridge, Winnipeg, Sas-
katoon, and in numerous communities in 
British Columbia where Church congre-
gations partner with the British Colum-
bia Thanksgiving Food Drive. Food drives 
have also been held in Eastern Canada. 
All told, in 2011 alone, members of the 
Church from nearly two hundred wards 
in twenty-four stakes participated in food 
drives collecting nine hundred thousand 
pounds of food for people in need.165

Canadian Church members have 
also provided disaster relief through the 

“Mormon Helping Hands” program, such 
as during the 2011 overland floods in 
Richelieu, Quebec; flooding in Raddison, 
Maidstone, and Borden, Saskatchewan, 

increased their focus on exemplifying 
Christlike living by giving back to their 
communities. In the twenty-first century, 
Church members in all areas of Canada 
are developing a culture of community 
service. One way Canadian Church mem-
bers involve themselves in service projects 
is through food drives. In 1997, Jeffrey 
Jacob, bishop of the Calgary Third Ward of 
the Calgary West Stake and University 
of Calgary Faculty of Education professor, 
organized a food drive as a ward project. 
He developed a simple method for col-
lecting food. Church members left plastic 
bags at the doors of local residents with a 
note attached requesting that donations 
be left outside their home on a designated 
day. Church volunteers then collected the 
bags on the day of the drive, and brought 
them back to local Church building where 
the food was sorted and donated to the 
local food bank.164 Jacobs made the food 
drive an annual ward tradition and it was 
later expanded to involve other wards 
and stakes in Calgary. In 2008, Calgary’s 

◀ Thanksgiving Food Drive in 
2011 in the Qualicum Branch, 
Nanaimo British Columbia 
Stake. Latter-day Saints have 
developed a culture of ser-
vice in recent years, placing 
emphasis on reaching out to 
the community and helping 
others. Food drives have been 
launched by congregations 
across Canada, some big and 
some quite small, such as the 
Qualicum Branch, shown here. 
Their success is often due to 
skillful organization and wide-
spread participation of volun-
teers. (Serenity Roulstone)

▶ Latter-day Saint volunteers, 
wearing yellow “Mormon 
Helping Hands” t-shirts or 
vests, have become a welcome 
sight to disaster victims across 
Canada. Pictured here are 
a few volunteers from the 
Winnipeg Manitoba Stake 
who assisted in the cleanup 
from flooding in Minot, North 
Dakota in 2011. (Raymond 
Shirritt-Beaumont)
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drive in Sudbury, and park and cemetery clean-up in Kings-
ton, Newmarket, and Pickering. In Nova Scotia, roads were 
cleaned in Dartmouth, while members in Greenwood, Hali-
fax, and Sydney visited hospital patients and seniors’ facilities 
and members in Amherst helped with a local marathon.168

Strengthening Youth and Young Adults
One of the challenges of the Church across Canada is to 
strengthen the faith of its youth and young adults and to 
provide opportunities for them to associate with other 
young people in the Church. The first youth conferences in 
Ontario were held when Thomas S. Monson was president 
of the Canadian Mission (1959–62), and stake and multis-
take youth conferences are still an important part of the 
Church program. In some parts of western Canada, pioneer 
treks, Book of Mormon camps, and multistake Scout and 
Young Women camps have been highlight events for youth, 
as have youth conferences. Stake and multistake dances are 
part of the Church program for youth and young adults all 
across Canada.

in 2013; and in High River and Calgary, Alberta, also in 
2013.166 Church members in the Canadian prairie prov-
inces provided assistance to Americans living in Minot, 
North Dakota, after a devastating flash flood destroyed 
hundreds of homes there in 2011.167 These efforts to help 
victims of natural disasters have helped Church members, 
regardless of ethnic or linguistic background, to build 
solidarity as Canadian members of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Another example of community service happened 
in 2011 when Canadian Mormons responded to a call by 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper to observe a “National Day 
of Service” in memory of those affected by the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks ten years earlier. In the same year, the First Presi-
dency called on wards and branches to commemorate the 
seventy-five-year anniversary of the Church welfare pro-
gram with a “Worldwide Day of Service” to help the poor 
and needy. In addition to food drives, a multitude of ser-
vice projects were undertaken. For example, members in 
Ontario participated in tree planting in Toronto, a blood 
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missions have crossed international bound-
aries, though today, almost all Canadian 
Saints live in Church units and missions 
headquartered in Canada.169 In the 1990s, 
the Church Educational System, responsi-
ble for seminaries and institutes, previously 
administered from the United States on 
a regional basis, was brought under one 
Canadian administration. In recent years, 
the Church has taken advantage of new 
technologies to unite Canadian Mormons. 
For example, the introduction of satellite 
broadcast stake conferences for all Cana-
dian stakes has been a unifying force for 
Canadian Mormons. The first multistake 
stake-conference broadcast in Canada was 

held in 2005 for twenty-six stakes in west-
ern Canada. President Thomas S. Monson, 
who was presiding at the broadcast, asked 
that a Canadian flag be placed on the 
stand of the chapel of each building.170 
Canada-wide stake conference broadcasts 
were held in 2008, 2010, 2012, and 2014. 

Church Administration and 
the Emergence of a Canadian 
Mormon Identity
With one brief exception, the Church in 
Canada has been administered as an exten-
sion of regions in the United States (see 
chapter 4). At times, districts, stakes, and 

◀ Young single adults are 
strengthened by attending spe-
cialized congregations known 
as young single adult wards 
and by attending religion 
classes offered through local 
LDS Institutes of Religion. 
YSA wards and institutes are 
focal points for activities as 
well as religious instruction. 
(Caitlin Hardy)

◀ Youth of the Nanaimo British 
Columbia Stake participated in 
a pioneer trek in 2009, experi-
encing some of the challenges 
and hardships of the Mormon 
pioneers of the nineteenth 
century. Numerous stakes in 
Canada, particularly in west-
ern Canada, have held pioneer 
treks to help the youth gain a 
greater appreciation for their 
heritage. (Serenity Roulstone)

▶ Home page of the Canadian 
LDS Church website, canada.
lds.org. This site allows Church 
members in Canada to share 
faith stories and news of ser-
vice projects and other special 
events, helping to build a 
stronger and wider Canadian 
LDS identity. The website 
mormonnewsroom.ca, intended 
for use by the media, carries 
Canadian and worldwide LDS 
news stories for the general 
public. (canada.lds.org)
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There is a twofold purpose for the Canada websites: (1) To 
provide a means whereby area authorities for Canada are 
able to communicate with all Canadian saints and (2) to 
allow Church members in Canada to share faith-promoting 
and inspirational stories with a uniquely Canadian flavour. 
To date, nearly 200 articles have been published, includ-
ing bimonthly messages from the four Area Seventies and 
three Presidents of the Seventy assigned to Canada.172

The Church has also developed a Canadian version of their 
official online newsroom (mormonnewsroom.ca) to pres-
ent news about the Church especially for the press and for 
nonmembers.

Cultural celebrations for youth prior to the dedication 
of the Vancouver and Calgary temples in 2010 and 2012 
respectively,173 and prior to the rededication of the Mon-
treal temple in December 2015, highlighted the history and 
faith of Church members in the local area as well as local 
history and culture. In this way, a new generation of Cana-
dian Mormons is learning to identify with the local faith 

The 2008 conference, also with President Monson presid-
ing, was broadcast from the Brampton Stake Centre adja-
cent to the Toronto temple, and the 2010 event was broad-
cast from Vancouver.

Recently, the addition of Canadian LDS websites 
has further enhanced a sense of identity as Mormon 
Canadians. In 2010 the Church launched an initiative 
to develop websites now known as “country communi-
cation pages” for individual countries or regions around 
the world to supplement lds.org. In February 2011, 
canada.lds.org became the second such website. The 
French language version canadafr.lds.org went online 
three months later. Beginning in late 2014, its articles 
have also been posted to the official Facebook page for 
the Church in  Canada (The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints  -  Canada), and now twenty thousand 
to sixty thousand people, mostly members of the Church 
in Canada, view their content monthly.171 According to 
website administrators Ted and Rosemary Burgess, who 
were interviewed in 2015:
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heritage and not only with the overall pio-
neer heritage of the entire Church.

On an academic front, some efforts 
have been made to establish an LDS historic 
identity in Canada. In 1968, a committee of 
the Lethbridge Stake, under the guidance 
of  Asael Palmer and historian Melvin S. 
Tagg, published a book, A History of the 
Mormon Church in Canada, which, for the 
first time, gave an overview of Church his-
tory across the entire country.174 Under the 
leadership of Brigham Y. Card, a sociology 
professor at the University of Alberta, a 
national academic conference on Mormon 
history and culture was held at the Univer-
sity of Alberta, 6–9 May 1987, in honour 
of the one hundredth anniversary of the 
arrival of Mormon pioneers in southern 
Alberta. This well-attended conference 
resulted in the organization of the Cana-
dian Mormon Studies Association (CMSA) 
in 1987 and the publication of conference 
papers as The Mormon Presence in Canada 
in 1990.175 The association flourished for a 
time, held a major conference at the Uni-
versity of Lethbridge in 1990, and pub-
lished a newsletter.176 Another conference 
was convened in Kingston, Ontario, in 1995, 
this time cosponsored by the Canadian 
Mormon Studies Association, the Mormon 
History Association, and the John Whit-
mer Historical Association, featuring the 
history of Mormons in “pre-Confederation 
British North America.”177

The CMSA, however, struggled with 
problems of distance and communication 
and a limited membership and corps of 
leadership. The critical character of the first 
and only issue of its scholarly journal, The 
Third Eye, in 1996,178 may have dampened 
the enthusiasm of some. Unfortunately, the 
CMSA and its journal soon fell by the way-
side, after a very promising beginning. Its 
founder, Brigham Y. Card, passed away in 
2006. While there has not been a successor 
organization, it is hoped that the current 
volume will spark renewed interest in the 
history and heritage of Latter-day Saints in 
Canada and serve as a lightning rod for the 

renewal of broadly based LDS scholarship 
and renewed gatherings to celebrate Cana-
dian Mormon culture and heritage.

Temples Across the Land
At the end of 2015, there were 193,850 
members of the Church living in Canada, 
seven missions, 486 congregations, and 186 
family history centres.179 However, the most 
important indicator of the maturity of the 
Church in Canada is the completion of seven 
additional temples (Toronto, Edmonton, 
Montreal, Regina, Halifax, Vancouver, and 
Calgary) and the construction of another in 
Winnipeg, as the presence of an LDS temple 
in a community symbolizes the established 
presence of the Church in that area.180 Tem-
ples also help strengthen families against 
declining moral standards. With more than 
50 percent of the Church membership in 
Canada outside of Alberta in 2015, these 
temples represent the permanent growth 
and development that has taken place in 
the Church across Canada over the last few 
decades. Most Canadian Saints are now able 
to worship in temples without crossing the 
US-Canadian border. These temples, com-
bined with the increasingly easy online 
access to family history resources, are com-
bining to make temple and family history 
work an increasing priority for Canadian 
Mormons, especially the youth.

CONCLUSION
While Canada was the first country to 
which missionaries were sent to preach 
the gospel message of the Restoration, it 
was not until Charles Ora Card’s move to 
southern Alberta in 1887 to escape perse-
cution for the practice of polygamy that 
the Church established a permanent foot-
hold in the country. Though Mormon 
settlers embraced their new homeland and 
were conscientiously loyal and patriotic to 
Canada, they brought distinctive settlement 
patterns, irrigation systems, and sporting 
and cultural traditions to Canada, which 
gave communities in southern Alberta a 
distinctly Utah-Mormon flavour. In the 

 Brigham Young Card, 
grandson of Charles Ora 
Card and great-grandson of 
Brigham Young, contributed 
to the emergence of a Cana-
dian Mormon identity. As a 
sociology professor at the Uni-
versity of Alberta, he was an 
architect of the 1987 academic 
conference honouring the cen-
tennial of the first Mormon 
pioneers in Canada and was 
involved in the organization 
of the Canadian Mormon 
Studies Association and 
the publication of the book 
The Mormon Presence in 
Canada. (Walter Meyer)

▶ Just married: Laura Hart 
and Brayden Faganello in 
front of the Vancouver British 
Columbia Temple, July 2016. 
Now that there are temples in 
every major region of Canada, 
many more young couples can 
celebrate their weddings close 
to home rather than travel-
ling to far away temples to be 
married. (Elaine Hall)
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In Alberta, Church members are well-represented politi-
cally, with representation in political office consistent with 
their population. In other parts of Canada, Church mem-
bers have so far been underrepresented in political office. 
Over the years, there has been an organic flow of practical 
ideas as Church members worked to establish a foothold for 
the Church in their own communities and then shared their 
successes with other Canadian congregations. These ideas 
included chocolate making and outdoor nativity pageants.

The membership of the Church in Canada has become 
ethnically, linguistically, and culturally diverse, which 
has led to the establishment of specialized congregations. 
Despite this diversity, a distinct identity as Canadian Mor-
mons has been growing, fostered by the recent establishment 
of all-Canadian missions; all-Canadian administration of 
the Church Education Systems responsible for seminary 
and institute programs;181 Church-sponsored websites spe-
cifically for Canadian Saints; temple cultural celebrations 
which have focused on local heritage; and Canada-wide 
stake conference broadcasts. The building of temples across 
the entire country has been a milestone in the maturity and 
permanence of the Church in Canada.

As the sesquicentennial of Canadian Confederation and 
the celebration of 130 years of permanent LDS presence in 
Canada approached, Mormons in Canada were becoming 
more conscious of their identity as Canadian Mormons. 
Overall, Canada has provided an environment where the 
Church could flourish, and Canadian Mormons have found 
their own distinctly Mormon and distinctly Canadian ways 
of doing so.

rest of Canada, Utah Mormon cultural influences were 
less significant. While the Church was spreading through-
out Canada, it was also shifting its focus away from direct 
involvement in sports, drama, education, and community 
life, and toward a “universal gospel culture” with greatly 
simplified programs and renewed emphasis on core doc-
trinal principles and on living the gospel within the family. 
This means that cultural practices that the Church once 
promoted such as drama, music, sports, and homemaker 
arts which are still engrained in southern Alberta culture, 
have not had nearly the influence on LDS culture in parts 
of Canada where the Church is newer. At the same time, a 
new ethnically neutral culture focusing on community and 
humanitarian service has become prominent Canada-wide.

The US-Canadian border has influenced the movement 
of money, building supplies, disaster relief and humanitarian 
supplies, and university students between the two countries. 
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Beautiful British 
Columbia, with its 
rugged terrain and 
vast distances, has 
the second highest 

percentage (0.67 
percent) of Latter-

day Saints in the 
total population 

of any Canadian 
province. Beginning 

with the first LDS 
family to move to the 
province in 1875 and 
the first branch of the 
Church in Vancouver 

in 1911, the growth 
of the Church has 
been augmented 

by many dedicated 
missionaries over 

several decades 
and many Saints 

moving to BC from 
elsewhere. The 

Church has grown 
and blossomed to 

include congregations 
throughout the 

province. In 2015, 
British Columbia 

had eight stakes and 
one district, as well 

as a beautiful temple.




