
WHAT  PRAIRIE 
FARMING IN THE 1930s?

From Crash to Drought to Dust Bowl
One of the hardest-hit areas of Canada during the 
Great Depression was the Prairies. The primary 
product of Prairie farmers was wheat. By 1933, 
wheat prices had dropped to less than 25 percent 
of 1929 prices, so farmers were making less money. 
During 1933, wheat prices did increase, but a natural 
disaster—a severe drought—destroyed the crops. 
From 1933 until 1938, there was very little rainfall 
on the Prairies. The soil literally dried up.

The Dust Bowl
After the drought came another natural disaster—
strong winds. Wheat grows in topsoil on the surface 
of the land. The natural grasses of the Prairies had 
been removed in order to grow wheat, so there was not 
much plant material holding the soil together except 
the wheat. With the topsoil all dried up because of the 
drought, the strong winds created huge clouds of black 
dust, which blew across the Prairies. The area in the 
Prairies most affected by the storms was the Palliser 
Triangle, which became known as the Dust Bowl.

From Dust Bowl to Grasshoppers
Prairie farmers faced a third natural disaster: billions 
of grasshoppers ate many of the plants that had 
managed to grow. By this time, there was no way for 
farmers to grow food, so many went bankrupt and 
moved to the cities to get work. However, because 
of the Great Depression, there were fewer jobs.

This disaster also affected Métis farm workers. Many 
Métis people often did seasonal work for farmers, but 
with so many farmers going bankrupt, there were no 
more farming jobs for these workers either.

 Figure 8 This excerpt from Mrs. A.W. Bailey, 
recalling a dust storm in the 1930s, appeared 
in Saskatchewan History Magazine in 1967.

 Figure 9 This letter from Mrs. N. Duffy, a farmer in Benton, 
Alberta, is one of many letters Canadians wrote to Prime Minister 
Richard B. Bennett during the Great Depression. 

 Figure 10 This quotation is by Prairie 
farmer Ann MacDonald Batten, recalling 
the Great Depression.

 Figure 7 Dust storms such as this one near 
Lethbridge, Alberta, were common across the 
Prairies during the 1930s.

But grasshoppers. Trillions. 
They would black out the 
sky and when they passed, 

nothing would be left. I’ve seen an 
ordinary kitchen broom leaning up 
against the side of a granary where 
we were crushing oats, and when the 
hoppers were finished, all that was left 
of the broom was the handle and 
you couldn’t tell it had been a handle 
because [the broom] was so chewed up 
except for the metal band which kept 
the bristles held together. Grasshoppers 
didn’t eat machinery, but by God, I’ve 
seen them eat the leather off the seat 
of a John Deere tractor.

CHECK IN
1. Historical Significance
How would dust storms be significant 
to Prairie farmers? What do dust storms 
reveal about the problems faced by 
Prairie farmers? Create an editorial 
cartoon that uses a dust storm as 
an image to represent all the other 
problems Prairie farmers faced during 
the Great Depression.

2. Interpret and Analyze
What information does the letter in 
Figure 9 give about the lives of people 
living through the Great Depression 
on the Prairies? Research other letters 
written by Prairie farmers during the 
Great Depression. Are these letters 
consistent with the message in Figure 9?

“Come quick, Mom,” he shouted, 
“there is a big black cloud coming 
in the sky.” … It was moving very 
quickly.… Panic rose in me. What 
should I do? Where should we go? 
The house was sure to be blown 
away and our nearest neighbour 
was a mile [1.6 km] away. At the rate 
the cloud was moving I could never 
make it, as I would have to carry the 
baby, [and] the neighbours might 
not be home anyway.
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