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ABSTRACT 

Through two-part intergenerational oral histories, this thesis explores the intersections of 

labour, gender, and lived religion in the lives of twelve Southern Alberta, Dutch 

Reformed women from family farms from the 1950s to 2019. By focusing on the broader 

lived experience of the women interviewed, and not just their physical labour on the 

farm, this thesis argues that women’s roles on the family farm were crucial, while 

complicating the narrative of farm women’s roles to show their multiple and often 

conflicting identities. 
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Introduction 

I was raised within the predominantly agricultural area of Southern Alberta and 

worked on a grain and oil seeds farm for many years. With this background, it is clear to 

me that family farms were and are heavily dependent on the cooperation and labour (in 

varying forms), of women. This study was motivated by a personal desire to articulate 

the significance of women’s contributions to Southern Alberta farms. There is a growing 

body of scholarship documenting the typical roles of women in agriculture, however, I 

wanted to know how women personally perceived their labour on the farm. This 

required the use of oral history, and a focus on understanding the broader lived 

experience of the women interviewed, and not just their physical role on the farm.   

Although I originally intended to study the kinds of labour that three different 

generations of Southern Alberta farm women engaged in, the interviews regularly 

focused on the Dutch Reformed faith and heritage that the twelve women shared. As a 

result, this thesis studies more than just women’s perceptions of their labour, it studies 

the intersections of labour and religious identity in shaping the nature and perception of 

labour. Traditionally, historians of religion criticized labour historians for disregarding 

the role that religion plays in the lives of the average labourer.1 For example, in her 

classic book, Revivals and Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure, and Identity in Late-

Nineteenth-Century Small-Town Ontario (1996), Lynne Marks speaks to the importance 

 

1 Andrea Sterk and Nina Caputo, Faithful Narratives: Historians, Religion, and the Challenge of 

Objectivity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 
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of understanding individuals in all their complex identities.2 Stating that the purpose of 

her book was “to show the importance, indeed the necessity, of integrating subjects that 

have largely been studied in isolation.”3  

This thesis is a study of labour that gives particular attention to the intersections 

of ethnicity, religion, and family relationships; it recognizes that the labour was 

performed by women whose roles and identities were informed and shaped by their 

identities as Dutch women, Dutch Reformed women, and women who are mothers, 

wives, family members, community participants, and so much more. Therefore, their 

labour cannot be studied in “isolation,” from these identities, but rather must be 

positioned as part of their many identities.4 The intersections of their experiences 

regularly led to conflicting roles, and perceptions of their roles as mothers, wives, 

Christians, community members, off-farm employees, and farmers.  

The term identity will be defined throughout this thesis as the women’s 

individual perceptions of their roles within life.5 These identities are complex and 

multifaceted and cannot be synthesized into one identifying factor. Many of the women 

 

2 Lynne Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure, and Identity in Late-Nineteenth-Century 

Small-Town Ontario (Toronto, On: University of Toronto Press, 1996). 

3 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, 4. 

4 Adequately understanding these intersections of labour, faith and gender does not lend itself to a 

traditional literature review section, therefore, it will be interwoven throughout the thesis. 

5 Within the third chapter, selfhood will occasionally take the place of the term identity, because although 

selfhood as a concept is very similar to identity, I believe selfhood implies a form of agency in asserting 

one’s selfhood. Nevertheless, identity and selfhood are used throughout this thesis in a very similar 

manner, but the different uses of the two terms are significant and should be noted. The concept of 

selfhood will be discussed more in chapter three. For more information see Funké Omotunde Aladejebi, 

‘“Girl You Better Apply to Teachers” College’: The History of Black Women Educators in Ontario, 

1940s-1980s’ (Toronto, ON, York University, 2016). 
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in this study would consider themselves farmers, mothers, wives, daughters, sisters, 

Dutch Reformed church members, volunteers, and so much more; all of these parts of 

their lives create their identity. As a collective, the twelve interview participants can be 

labelled on a superficial level as Dutch Reformed farm women, however, their identities 

stretch much deeper and wider than this. This thesis strives to acknowledge the multiple 

and often conflicting identities that these women navigate so expertly on a daily basis.  

I  selected the twelve individuals for this project based on them being members 

of  a family with three generations of women who at one point were active in 

agriculture.6 Because family farms were and are most often passed down to the men in a 

family, finding families in which three living generations of women actively participated 

on the farm proved difficult. However, using the snowball method, I was able to connect 

with four families who were willing interview participants, and who were excited about 

the project.7 This thesis studies the stories of twelve individuals from four families: the 

Bezooyen, Kolk, VanDyk, and VanZeggelaar families. The snowball method, focus on 

Southern Alberta, and my own community connections led to all four families being 

from a Dutch Reformed heritage.  

 

6 See Appendix One for a chart of the twelve women within the four families.  

7 Allessandro Portelli speaks of the snowball method without specifically naming it when he discusses 

how he found his interview participants in his iconic oral history study from 1991. Portelli met one man 

who then introduced him to a friend, who subsequently introduced him to another friend, and so on. This 

technique of finding interview participants allows for a more organic collection of individuals, as well as 

leading the researcher to participants active in whatever movement or topic is being discussed. 

Allessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History 

(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1991), 22.  
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I conducted interviews with the twelve women in a two-part process. Initially, I 

interviewed each woman individually in her home, and usually with only one interview 

participant present. This first round of interviews allowed me to establish rapport with 

the women, and record the many details of their personal life histories. These interviews 

varied in length from just over twenty minutes to nearly two hours. Some women were 

eager to tell their life stories and seemed to recognize the importance in telling it, while 

others constantly questioned why their story was important or why I was not speaking 

with their husband about the farm. These interviews provided not only valuable 

information, but also revealed women’s individual perceptions about the importance of 

their role on the farm.  

The second round of interviews took place several months later in April of 2019, 

when I interviewed all three female family members together. In these intergenerational 

interviews I was often the fly-on-the-wall observing the conversation, while the family 

members bantered amongst themselves. These interviews had a more conversational 

tone and showed the importance of family in each interview participant’s life. As oral 

historian Daniela Koleva remarked, intergenerational interviews, “demonstrate the 

complex intertwining and interpenetration of different layers of memory.”8 These 

“layers of memory” were seen in how the women corrected a family member about a 

story, struggled to remember stories that other family members remembered clearly, or 

encouraged one another to tell certain stories. This two-step interview process left room 

 

8 Daniela Koleva, ‘Daughters’ Stories: Family Memory and Generational Amnesia’, The Oral History 

Review 36, no. 2 (2009): 201. 
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for follow-up questions, increased familiarity with participants, and an intergenerational 

transmission of knowledge.9 

The geographical area referred to as Southern Alberta in this thesis is actually 

only a small portion of Southern Alberta, approximately 577 square kilometers. The 

families all lived in-between the triangle created by Picture Butte, Lethbridge, and 

Taber.10 Therefore, these four families cannot be said to represent all Southern Alberta 

farm women; moreover, the area in which they live focuses on highly specific 

agricultural pursuits, such as large-scale feedlot operations, and specialized irrigated 

crops such as potatoes, beets, and seed canola.11 

As a province, Alberta produced the highest farm cash receipts out of any 

province in Canada between 2015 and 2017, holding twenty three percent of Canada’s 

farm cash receipts, valued at over fourteen billion dollars. In Southern Alberta, Picture 

Butte and the surrounding area is considered the ‘Livestock Feeding Capital of Canada’ 

with its high density of feedlots and largescale livestock rearing operations.12 In 2017, 

 

9 The intergenerational transmission of knowledge will be discussed in greater detail near the end of the 

Introduction. 

10 See Appendix three for map.  

11 Feedlots are highly specialized operations in which mass numbers of livestock are raised for slaughter. 

Many of the feedlots in Southern Alberta would hold more than 10,000 head of cattle. For more 

information on feedlots, and to see drone footage of the Kolk’s feedlot see: ‘Feedlots 101’, Alberta Cattle 

Feeders’ Association, n.d., https://cattlefeeders.ca/industry-overview/feedlots-101/. 

12 Roy Macgregor, ‘Mad-Cow Disease Leaves Feed Lot Alley Ranchers Waiting for Tomorrow’, The 

Globe and Mail, 29 October 2004, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/mad-cow-disease-

leaves-feed-lot-alley-ranchers-waiting-for-tomorrow/article746673/; Mary MacArthur, ‘Town in Turmoil 

Keeps on Truckin’ - Special BSE Report’, The Western Producer, 20 May 2004, 

https://www.producer.com/2004/05/town-in-turmoil-keeps-on-truckin-special-bse-report/; Barbara 

Duckworth, ‘Feedlot Alley to Cut Back?’, The Western Producer, 12 March 1998, 

https://www.producer.com/1998/03/feedlot-alley-to-cut-back/; Mary Nemeth, ‘Raising a Big Stink: 

Feedlots Fuel a Heated Local Debate’, Macleans, 10 August 1998, 

http://archive.macleans.ca/article/1998/8/10/raising-a-big-stink. 



6 

 

Alberta produced 53% of Canada’s cattle (both dairy and beef), with the vast majority of 

the necessary feedlots located in the Lethbridge county near Picture Butte.13 This unique 

area of Southern Alberta is very different from the surrounding regions that primarily 

focus on dry land farming and ranching. These different forms of agriculture foster 

unique types of communities and demand specific labour requirements. Nevertheless, 

this thesis includes numerous types of farms, including beef, poultry, hog, tree, potato, 

beet, cereal crops, and oil seed crops. These more unique forms of agriculture were 

intentionally chosen to highlight some of the specific characteristics of the Southern 

Alberta agricultural industry.  

Understanding the geographical context of Southern Alberta is crucial to 

understanding these twelve women’s life stories, as they all depended upon the land and 

climate for their livelihood. Sheila McManus’ book, The Line Which Separates: Race, 

Gender, and the Making of the Alberta-Montana Borderlands (2005), studies Southern 

Alberta in the late nineteenth century, when the forty-ninth parallel was established as 

the Canadian-American border, and her work informs my own understanding of the 

historical context of Southern Alberta.14 McManus shows the necessity of white settler 

women participating in seemingly unfeminine activities in order for their family farm to 

survive, while also exposing the ways in which the colonial powers, both men and 

women, subjugated the Indigenous peoples of Southern Alberta. She used archived 

letters and diaries, as well as official government publications in crafting this study. My 

 

13 Agricultural Statistics Yearbook - 2017 (Edmonton, AB: Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, 2018), 10. 

14 Sheila McManus, The Line Which Separates: Race, Gender, and the Making of the Alberta-Montana 

Borderlands (Edmonton, Ab: University of Alberta Press, 2005). 
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study builds on this analysis and focuses on the recently-arrived post WWII settler 

women, women who have benefitted from the forced removal of the Blackfoot peoples 

from their traditional lands onto Canada’s largest reserve south-east of Lethbridge.15 

This thesis, although focusing on a later time period than McManus’ work, recognizes 

the very real destruction that the treaty system brought to Southern Alberta’s original 

peoples both past and present, and the implications that European agricultural 

techniques had on their way of life. 

A well-recognized historian of western women in North America, Sarah Carter 

has published widely on colonialism, expansionism, Indigenous communities, and 

women’s history.16 Carter’s most recently published study, Imperial Plots: Women, 

Land, and the Spadework of British Colonialism on the Canadian Prairies (2016), 

confronts the issue of first wave feminism on the Canadian Prairies.17 During the settling 

of the West, all British citizens were allowed to apply for a homestead in Canada 

 

15 Hugh A. Dempsey, The Great Blackfoot Treaties (Victoria, BC: Heritage House, 2015); Keith D. 

Smith, Strange Visitors: Documents in Indigenous-Settler Relations in Canada from 1876 (North York, 

On: University of Toronto Press, 2014); C. L. Higham and Robert Thacker, One West, Two Myths: A 

Comparative Reader (Calgary, Alberta: University of Calgary Press, 2004); Rodger. Touchie, Edward S. 

Curtis above the Medicine Line: Portraits of Aboriginal Life in the Canadian West (Surrey, B.C.: 

Heritage House, 2010). 

16 Sarah Carter et al., Unsettled Pasts: Reconceiving the West Through Women’s History (Calgary, AB: 

University of Calgary Press, 2005); Sarah Carter, Imperial Plots: Women, Land, and the Spadework of 

British Colonialism on the Canadian Prairies (Winnipeg, Manitoba: University of Manitoba Press, 2016); 

Sarah Carter, ‘’My Vocabulary Contains No Such Word as Defeat:’ Clara Lynch and Her Battle for Her 

Alberta Homestead, 1900-1909’ 61, no. 3 (2013); Sarah Carter, ed., Montana Women Homesteaders: A 

Field of One’s Own (Helena, MO: Farcountry Press, 2009); Sarah Carter, The Importance of Being 

Monogamous: Marriage and Nation Building in Western Canada to 1915. (Edmonton, AB: University of 

Alberta Press, 2008); Sarah Carter, Capturing Women: The Manipulation of Cultural Imagery in 

Canada’s Prairie West (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997). 

17 Carter, Imperial Plots: Women, Land, and the Spadework of British Colonialism on the Canadian 

Prairies. 
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assuming they were not, “an idiot, lunatic, or married woman.”18 Carter showed how the 

women of the West, or those vying for women’s ability to homestead in the West, only 

focused on women of British descent. The exclusion of non-British settlers, Carter 

argued, ultimately hurt the goals of the advocates and defeated their mission.19 Carter 

stated that “this study is largely a history of dashed hopes,” one in which women failed 

to achieve their goals.20 The legacy of these “dashed hopes” remains today, as none of 

the women interviewed for my project were sole farm owners, and only one woman 

explicitly labelled herself as a farmer. This continuation of the themes of McManus and 

Carter’s research shows the necessity of my work, and a need for more research on 

western Canadian farm women and the ongoing “spade work” of farm, family and 

community building into the twenty first century. 

Studying a more recent past, Pernille Jakobsen’s research on Irene Murdoch, and 

the Murdoch V. Murdoch case of 1973 demonstrates a continuing theme of women’s 

undervalued farm labour within social conditions that privilege male ownership of 

land.21 Irene Murdoch farmed alongside her husband on their ranch near Nanton, 

Alberta, just over one hundred kilometers from where most of my interview participants 

live.22 Irene paid for part of the ranch originally, and worked on the ranch full-time 

while raising her son. For many years Irene’s husband left for five months of the year 

 

18 Carter, 57. 

19 Carter, 379. 

20 Carter, 377. 

21 Pernille Jakobsen, ‘Murdoch V. Murdoch: Feminism, Property, and the Prairie Farm in the 1970s’, in 

Place and Replace: Essays on Western Canada, by Adele Perry, Esyllt Jones, and Leah Morton 

(Winnipeg, Manitoba: University of Manitoba Press, 2013), 40–58. 

22 Jakobsen, 41. 
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and Irene ran the farm by herself. After twenty-five years in the abusive marriage, Irene 

separated from her husband, however, she was not granted any portion of the farm by 

the local courts.23 The case was eventually taken to the Supreme Court of Canada, where 

she was also denied any right to the farm based on the judgement that she had simply 

done the work that any other farm wife would be asked to do.24  

Irene’s plight provoked a provincial and national movement to upend traditional 

gendered marital land rights. Jakobsen shows how although the legacy of Irene’s court 

case prompted much needed change; Irene’s situation never improved, nor was it 

unique. Jakobsen’s study provides valuable context for the twelve life stories of my 

project, as the oldest generation farmed for years before the Murdoch case and the 

subsequent law changes, while the second generation started farming shortly after the 

Murdoch case. The Murdoch case also shows the continued demand of women’s labour 

on Southern Alberta farms from the earliest records of Indigenous women described in 

Sarah Carter’s work, to the white settler women of McManus’ work, to the 1970s 

rancher in Nanton, Alberta. 

This thesis explores the working lives of twelve women without reducing the 

value of their lives to the labour they performed. The different identities between 

seasons, life stages, families, and generations make it impossible to list all the ways in 

which women contributed to the family economy, and individual perceptions of the 

(un)importance of labour also complicate the issue. Historian Barbara Cooper notes that, 

 

23 Jakobsen, 52. 

24 Jakobsen, 40. 
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"the family farm involves women on many levels and that peril awaits the scholar who 

too narrowly defines the scope of farm women's activities."25 In order to avoid that 

“peril,” this thesis is not intended to cover all forms of Southern Alberta farm women’s 

labour, but rather to show women’s interpretations of their labour.  

As stated earlier, this study used an intergenerational method to understand 

women’s interpretations of change over time as demonstrated by the three distinct yet 

interwoven generations. In Alexander Freund’s article, “A Canadian Family Talks about 

Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany: Three-Generational Interviews and Communicative 

Memory,” Freund described the intricate process of family memory making when 

discussing his own intergenerational oral history project:  

This brief exchange hints at the complex ways in which families make 

memories, negotiate history, and construct family stories. It is not 

characterized by the pattern of the old handing preserved memories down to 

the young. Rather, these family memories are constructed through 

communicative interaction. Family lore, memory, and school knowledge 

interact with one another; often-told stories and convictions provide a 

scaffold for asking uncomfortable questions, testing new interpretations, and 

premiering secret feelings. Together, family members ever so subtly 

rearrange their own roles and those of their relatives…Such redrafting is 

informed by individual experiences and collective memories.26 

 

Family myth and memory are powerful components of an oral history project, as 

they show not just the everyday experiences of a family’s life, but also their goals, 

aspirations, and shared beliefs. My project shows the power of what Freund 

 

25 Barbara Cooper, “Farm Women: Some Contemporary Themes,” Labour / Le Travail 24, no. Special 

Issues on Women and Work (1989): 169. 

26 Alexander Freund, ‘A Canadian Family Talks about Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany: Three-Generational 

Interviews and Communicative Memory’, by Kristina R. Llewellyn, Alexander Freund, and Nolan Reilly 

(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015), 160. 
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called, “the family’s communicative interaction in creating and negotiating family 

memories,” by placing the three women of each family into one interview and 

recording their familial memories such as long-standing jokes, struggles, or 

significant events.27  

For clarity’s sake, I will mention each interview participant by their first name, 

followed by the initial of their family name in brackets and a number corresponding to 

the generation of which they are a part. For example, Nellie Bezooyen is the 

grandmother of the Bezooyen family, so she will be referred to as Nellie (B1). Likewise, 

Megan VanSchothorst is the third generation of the Kolk family, so she will be referred 

to as Megan (K3). To distinguish between the VanDyk and VanZeggelaar families, the 

VanDyk family will be referred to as (V), whereas the VanZeggelaars will be referred to 

as (VZ).28 

Each family interview was different in key ways. Two of the family interviews 

had a young child present, which naturally changed the atmosphere, because of the 

occasional need to tend to the child, or to speak in a common language that the child 

could understand. The comfort of the family relationships allowed for the interview 

process to seem less of a research-based interview and more of a friendly conversation 

about times past. Family continued to play an important role in the lives of the women 

past their initial family rearing stages. Nellie (B1) requested that her granddaughter, 

 

27 Freund, 160. 

28 The generational and familial context of each interview participant are necessary for understanding the 

context of each example given, therefore, this system was developed. Previous drafts of this paper used 

various ways to remind the reader of which family and generation the interview participants were a part 

of. This system, although still flawed, has proven to be the most clear in identifying participants. 
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Heather (B3), be present for our first interview as this would make her more 

comfortable. Heather (B3), her mother Ramona (B2), and grandmother Nellie (B1) were 

all comfortable with each other and knew what was going on in the life of the other. 

Audrey (K1) proudly hangs pictures on her fridge of all her children, grandchildren, and 

great grand-children and prays daily for them. Margaret (V1) discussed her great-

granddaughter’s soccer practices with Amanda (V3) and boasted to the author about 

how well they were doing. Dorothy (VZ2) teased her mother-in-law Bertha (VZ1) in the 

same way that her daughter, Kaitlyn (VZ3), teased her. Family was integral to all the 

women’s stories.  

In a few of the interviews, I unintentionally asked questions that triggered deep-

rooted tensions amongst the family members. In one instance in particular, when I asked 

the member of the oldest generation about what farm succession steps had taken place to 

pass the farm onto the middle and youngest generation, the room became very quiet and 

uncomfortable before one of the family members changed the subject. As expressed 

earlier, Freund discussed the ethical implications of silences within oral history, writing 

that these awkward silences can mean any number of things:  

Silences may express individual or collective forgetting, collaborative 

remembering, discomfort, reluctance, (self-)censorship, noncompliance, 

confrontation, reticence politeness, fear, anger, deceit, taboos, secrets, 

contemplation, concern for the other, reflection, conformity, of that which 

need not be told. Some silences are explicit or obvious, others are not. 

Interviewees’ silences may be an effect of oppression or agency. 

Interviewers may use silence to give narrators space to remember or to make 
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them talk. Silences is an interview may be consensual or express a 

communicative struggle.29 

 

The silence in regard to farm succession planning seemed a result of “discomfort” and 

“a communicative struggle,” or an unspoken knowledge that certain things were to not 

be discussed; yet, it still proved valuable in the interview setting. This silence led me to 

be more cautious in the questions I asked, but also initiated more debate amongst the 

interview participants in the questions that they were willing to answer.  

The lack of painful memories told in these interviews indicates that not all 

memories were shared or perhaps not all angles explored. Monetary difficulties or the 

death of loved ones were mentioned in passing, but issues of poverty, spousal abuse, 

child exploitation, mental illness, or physical pain were avoided by all the narrators. A 

1989 study within the Christian Reformed Church (CRC), of which two of the four 

families were members, indicated that twenty-eight percent of its adult congregants had 

experienced abuse of some kind (a statistic close to the national average), therefore, 

statistically, three of these women would have experienced abuse, but no mention was 

ever made.30 Oral history has the ability to enable narrators to record their story in a way 

that they feel is important to be remembered. Therefore, if a woman tells her life story 

idealistically, due to either the individual’s inability to discuss the painful memories, or 

because they do not wish it to be a part of their story, that is their right. The oral 

 

29 Alexander Freund, ‘Towards an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record Events and Identity in 

Oral History’, in Oral History Off the Record: Towad an Ethnography of Practice, by Anna Sheftel and 

Stacey Zembrzycki (New York, NY: Palgrave MacMillian, 2013), 223.  

30 Nancy Nason-Clark, “When Terror Strikes at Home: The Interface Between Religion and Domestic 

Violence,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 43, no. 3 (2004): 303.  
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historian is bound ethically to follow the interview participant’s lead, while considering 

the circumstances that led to that particular interpretation or silencing. Throughout this 

thesis, I strove to respect the interview participant’s stories and portray their lives in the 

most accurate light, while simultaneously studying the environmental influences that led 

to these interpretations. 

Another interview dynamic within the intergenerational setting, was shifting 

power dynamics. In two families in particular it was clear through the youngest 

participant’s body language that they disagreed with their grandmother on certain topics, 

however, they did not question them or offer other perspectives. Likewise, the middle 

generation often worked as a bridge to allow the three generations to understand each 

other. One interview participant who was a member of the middle generation often 

scolded her outspoken mother when she interrupted her more timid daughter, while she 

would explain certain contextual information that was necessary for understanding a 

story to her daughter when the grandmother spoke. This facilitating allowed all three 

generations to communicate on a more intimate level than would strangers from three 

different generations. Sally Chandler recognized the importance in intergenerational 

projects in saying, “[w]hen individuals talk across generation these differences can 

produce generational or age-related meanings which both enrich and complicate our 

work as oral historians.”31 The middle generation seemingly lived in-between two very 

 

31 Sally Chandler, ‘Oral History Across Generations: Age, Generational Identity and Oral Testimony’, 

Oral History 33, no. 2 (2005): 48. 
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different worlds, and therefore, they understood both mother and daughter, and were 

essential to the fluidity of conversation. 

Another issue within the intergenerational interviews was each interview 

participants’ appreciation of the other generations’ struggles. One member of the oldest 

generation made it clear that she believed her generation had the hardest life, and her 

younger family members had no reason to complain. This silenced the interview 

participant in the youngest generation, thereby reducing her willingness to talk openly 

and honestly about her life. Zembrzycki wrote of her grandmother reducing the stories 

told by other interview participants to a “nostalgic and simple narrative,” by “refusing to 

give up her experiential authority.”32 The oldest woman in this particular family refused 

to “give up her experiential authority,” which subsequently belittled her daughter and 

granddaughter’s stories.  

Likewise, when I asked what the major differences between parenting was in 

each generation, one woman in the middle generation spoke eloquently for nearly ten 

minutes about how much she respected the way her daughter and son-in-law parent. 

When this woman finished, she asked her own mother what the difference between the 

oldest generation and her style of parenting was, and her mother avoided the question 

before talking about how easy the middle and youngest generation’s lives were. The 

woman of the oldest generation was not trying to be malicious, and the middle 

 

32 Stacey Zembrzycki, According to Baba: A Collaborative Oral History of Sudbury’s Ukrainian 

Community (Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia Press, 2014), 105. 
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generation handled the situation graciously, but the lack of acknowledgement of the 

hard work of the younger generations was visibly deflating to her and her daughter.   

The intergenerational interview process is complicated, and potentially thorny 

when dealing with personal family relationships. However, upon completion of the 

interviews, word spread through the community about the project. As the researcher, I 

received several calls from other individuals who wanted to know more or who wanted 

to voice their support for the project. This appreciation from the community indicated 

that local community members recognized the value in understanding women’s labour 

and wanted to encourage more work on the topic. A member of the oldest generation 

interviewed called me after the intergenerational interview to thank me for organizing 

the interview with her family, as she was able to, for the first time, understand her 

granddaughter’s decisions about her family and farm. These interactions solidified to me 

what Steven High stated that “getting to know the ‘real me’ of another human being is a 

big part of what oral history is about. In the encounter, if we are lucky, we also learn 

something more about ourselves.”33 Scholarship of this intimate level is valuable for 

knowledge production, but also supports other valuable social outcomes such as 

activism, relational healing, and mutual understanding. More intergenerational oral 

history studies need to be done in order to preserve community cohesiveness, but also to 

increase familial attachment and empathy.  

 

33 Steven C High, ed., Beyond Testimony and Trauma: Oral History in the Aftermath of Mass Violence 

(Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2015), 23. 
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Oral history demands an unambiguous commitment to transparency and a 

recognition of the researcher’s subject positioning. I was raised in rural Southern 

Alberta in the same community in which some of the narrators grew up. I attended the 

same school, church, and community events as many of them, and I worked for many 

summers on my uncle and aunt’s farm. My Oma is Audrey (K1), Elinor (K2) is my aunt, 

and Megan (K3) my cousin. I grew up alongside Kaitlyn (VZ3), and Heather (B3), and 

count them as very dear friends. Many of the stories that were told in the interviews are 

not new to me, and I treasure the shared memories, or similar experiences. I am an 

insider within this research and although at times complicating the process, this insider 

knowledge has afforded unique opportunities and encouraged candidness that may have 

not otherwise been afforded.  

As an insider, I was aware that my own previous relationship with certain 

narrators could result in a difficult interview process. Martha Norkuna’s recognition of 

the alluring, yet difficult, process of insider research shows the value of capturing these 

memories, no matter the difficulty:  

I think the most difficult oral histories are with the people whose lives have 

altered their own. Our vulnerability means that there are things we cannot 

ask and things we cannot hear. We try to listen nonetheless. I believe that we 

go to the places we fear the most because we hope to be brave, and use our 

courage to create public narrative spaces where these experiences will 

finally make sense, in concert with other, similar stories.34 

 

 

34 Martha Norkuna, "The Vulnerable Listener," in Oral History Off the Record: Toward an Ethnography 

of Practice, by Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki (New York, NY: Palgrave MacMillian, 2013), 95. 
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Oral history interviews within an insider setting, although at times difficult, allow both 

the researcher and the interview participant to make sense of shared experiences, while 

expanding their understanding of it through the interview participant’s interpretation. 

I was also an outsider in some ways. My immediate family does not own a farm, 

I was not raised on a farm, and farming has only ever acted as a temporary position for 

me. Moreover, I am currently a student far-removed across the country from the place of 

research. I am both an insider and an outsider within this research, a position that Stacey 

Zembrzycki has written extensively about in her book According to Baba: A 

Collaborative History of Sudbury’s Ukrainian History (2014). Zembrzycki wrote of her 

experience balancing insider and outsider knowledge within the interview process when 

she conducted her doctoral research in collaboration with her Grandmother, or Baba.35 

After considering her own moments of annoyance, irritation, joy, and wonder, 

Zembrzycki noted that her book “is about the perils, pitfalls, and potential of 

collaborative practice. It is about the give and take - the power struggle - that is central 

to this methodology…. Indeed, being honest and self-critical about these sorts of 

challenges does not compromise our scholarship. Rather, it makes it more realistic and 

rigorous.”36 Throughout this research project I have acted as researcher, confidante, 

friend, granddaughter, niece, and cousin, all of which have made me acutely aware of 

 

35 Zembrzycki, According to Baba: A Collaborative Oral History of Sudbury’s Ukrainian Community. 

36 Zembrzycki, 8. 
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the importance of sharing authority with my narrators and checking my position as both 

an insider and outsider.37  

Even though as a semi-insider I was familiar with many of the interview 

participant’s religious beliefs, as a researcher it is difficult to understand individuals’ 

religious beliefs, as not all people speak openly and candidly about their personal 

beliefs. In my interviews, some family members sat quietly, as their mothers or 

grandmothers discussed issues of faith. Other individuals, although open about their 

religious heritage, never spoke about the personal impact their faith had on their lives or 

their everyday decision making, which indicated that in these cases, the women were 

either uncomfortable sharing their personal faith in a formal setting, or that the faith of 

their wider family and community was not held personally. However, it is through 

talking with women such as the twelve interviewed, that historians can begin to 

understand the every-day intersections of faith, labour, and religion.  

Because the first round of interviews made it clear that not all the women felt 

comfortable talking about themselves, as demonstrated through the silences previously 

noted, I decided it would be advantageous in the second round of interviews to conduct 

a simple private survey. The survey asked them to rank themselves and the two other 

family members with them on a scale of one to ten, of how important they were to the 

 

37 Shared authority was coined by Michael Frisch in 1990, and relates to the oral historian’s ethical 

obligation to recognize their co-creation of a source with the interview participant. Michael Frisch, A 

Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press, 1990). 
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overall survival of their family farm.38 It was promised that the personal results of this 

survey would not be disclosed, but that aggregate responses could be discussed in the 

thesis. This survey was used to determine how women personally felt about their 

importance, and how the various generations of women valued the other generations.  

While the general results of the survey will be discussed in later chapters, the 

process of filling out the survey is worth noting. Although I kept the answers 

confidential, many of the women chatted as they filled out the survey, either justifying 

or questioning their answers. These comments often led to a further conversation on the 

nature of the importance of women’s labour on the family farm. Through these 

conversations, many of the women spoke of how they valued motherhood as the 

women’s most important task, and secondly their direct physical contributions to the 

labour of the farm. The discussions held when filling out the survey prompted 

conversations in the intergenerational interview and seemed to prime the women to 

encourage their family members to consider the importance of their position on the 

farm. 

This thesis is based on the life histories of twelve women told from their own 

perspectives. As historian Barbara Cooper notes, the best research tool for historians to 

understand farm women’s lives is “to listen to what farm women can tell us about their 

own experience. Perhaps it is from there that a more complete understand of farm 

 

38 The survey is included in appendix two. 
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women can emerge."39 Women’s voices within agriculture were traditionally 

disregarded as insignificant, or silenced altogether. This silencing not only inhibits 

understanding the historical significance of women’s labour, it also actively contributes 

to the continued marginalisation of women in agriculture. This thesis does not provide 

clear cut answers to questions of gender, agricultural, labour, or religious issues in 

Southern Alberta, rather, it contributes to balancing the narrative of Southern Alberta 

agriculture by adding the voices of twelve strong women.  

The three chapters in this thesis were divided thematically to show the 

conflicting and ever evolving identities that intersect with women’s labour. Each chapter 

builds upon the previous one to understand the intersections of labour, gender, and 

religion in the twelve interview participant’s lives. Chapter One explores changes to 

women’s physical labour on the farm throughout three generations. This chapter is 

crucial for understanding the amount of labour the women completed, and the 

importance of their labour to the survival of the family farm. This chapter explains the 

different contexts in which each generation worked and lived, while contributing to the 

literature on women’s undervalued work by recounting the every-day labour of these 

twelve farmers.  

The second chapter addresses gendered labour roles such as women’s labour 

within the home, in the family, and the community. This chapter shows women’s 

responses to traditionally gendered labour, while also recognizing the changes to 

 

39 Cooper, ‘Farm Women: Some Contemporary Themes’, 180. 
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women’s roles over the last three generations. This chapter will show that although 

women in the oldest generation did more physical work on the farm than the youngest 

generation, the youngest generation was expected to complete much more off-farm 

work in raising their children than the oldest generation were. As a result, this chapter 

explores how women balanced the many demands of their labour as farmers and 

women.  

The third and final chapter addresses labour, gender, and religion. The Dutch 

Reformed worldview of these women influenced their identity and multiple labour roles, 

which in turn affected their identity. This chapter shows similarities in the twelve 

women’s assertions of their selfhood to the concept of subtle activism that Bonnie 

Morgan explored in her book Ordinary Saints.40  As a collective, the twelve women in 

my thesis show elements of selfhood even though most of them rejected the label of 

feminist. This chapter reveals the influence of the women’s Dutch Reformed worldview 

on their fluid understandings of feminism and individuality; at the same time, they also 

told stories that challenged their Dutch Reformed worldview. This chapter further 

complicates the narrative of Southern Alberta’s farm women by demonstrating the 

importance and influence of their Dutch Reformed worldview on their everyday lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

40 Bonnie Morgan, Ordinary Saints: Women, Work, and Faith in Newfoundland (Montreal, ON: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2019). 
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Chapter One “It was a lot of work, it was work every day”: Evolving 

Labour Roles and Identities of Farm Women, 1950 - 2019 

Introduction 

Agriculture in Canada has undergone major changes since the Second World 

War: from mostly diversified family farms to highly specialized operations; from 

intensive physical labour to mechanization and computerization of many tasks; and from 

family acting as the sole labourers to unrelated paid employees. Average Alberta land 

prices in the 1960s cost $292 per acre, however, by the 1980s, based on a standard 

dollar, the average price per acre in Alberta was $665, and by 2018 it reached $6157.1 

These increasing prices have created tensions within the farming community because 

the income from crops grown on a quarter section of land (160 acres) cannot support the 

one or two million dollar cost of purchase. All of these evolutions dramatically altered 

labour requirements on family farms, changes that can be witnessed across the three 

generations of women interviewed.  

This chapter will introduce the four families interviewed and the three 

generations within the four families. These families have sustained their farms for three 

generations through turbulent years and extremely profitable years, yet throughout it all, 

the interview participants’ labour was and is crucial to the farm’s success. This chapter 

will show that all twelve interview participants contributed to the overall success of the 

 

1 Jeevika Weerahewa et al., ‘The Determinants of Farmland Values in Canada’ (Canadian Agricultural 

Trade Policy Research Network, March 2008); ‘2018 FCC Farmland Values Report’ (Farm Credit 

Canada, 29 April 2019). 
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farm in their own unique ways, in ways that fit within their generational and familial 

context.  

 

Table 1: Interview Participant Chart 

Chart2 Bezooyen Kolk VanDyk VanZeggelaar 

1st 

Generation 

(Oldest) 

Nellie 

(Schipper) 

Bezooyen 

b. 1940 

B1 

Audrey 

(VanRoon) 

Kolk 

b. 1938 

K1 

Margaret  

(Dykstra)VanDyk 

b. 1941 

V1 

Bertha (Slomp) 

VanZeggelaar 

b. 1943 

VZ1 

2nd 

Generation 

(Middle) 

Ramona 

(Bezooyen) 

Bos 

b. 1968 

B2 

Elinor 

(Dykstra) Kolk 

b. 1967 

K2 

Marian (VanDyk) 

Tamminga 

b. 1964 

V2 

Dorothy 

(Muizelaar) 

VanZeggelaar 

b. 1971 

VZ2 

3rd 

Generation 

(Youngest)  

Heather Bos 

b. 1995 

B3 

Megan (Kolk) 

VanSchothorst 

b. 1993 

K3 

Amanda 

(Tamminga) 

DeBoer 

b. 1985 

V3 

Kaitlyn 

(VanZeggelaar) 

Groenenboom  

b. 1995 

VZ3 

Oldest Generation 

In order to understand the oldest generation of women, some context of Southern 

Alberta agriculture in the 1950s and 60s must first be given. Southern Alberta boasts the 

highest average annual hours of sunshine and the most wind in Canada.3 The 

combination of sunshine and wind means that many Southern Alberta farmers were and 

are dependent on irrigation to grow crops. In the 1950s, when most of the members of 

 

2 This chart is also listed in appendix one at the end of the document.  

3 K.W. Hill and A.E. Palmer, ‘Irrigation Farming in Southern Alberta’ (Experimental Station, Lethbridge, 

Alberta: Agriculture Canada, 1953), 10. 
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the oldest generation had just immigrated to Southern Alberta, farmers used flood 

irrigation to water their crops. Flood irrigation required digging ditches by hand from 

larger communal ditches to individual fields, and from there to specific places in the 

field. The farmer then allowed the water to flow into the field before diverting the water 

to a different location, or blocking off the newly dug ditch. This form of irrigation was 

extremely labour intensive and was only practical on fields with level ground and proper 

drainage. 

Flood irrigation was replaced in the 1960s by hand moveable pipes.4 These 

thirty-foot-long aluminum pipes ranged from three to six inches in diameter and would 

be placed from a pump near the irrigation ditch and stretched across the field to irrigate 

portions at a time. These pipes were moved every four to eight hours, therefore, farmers 

and their children would move pipes before bed, at midnight, and again in the early 

morning, in addition to their other duties. This form of irrigation allowed farmers to use 

less water, and irrigate larger sections of land, but, it still required strenuous labour day-

in and day-out.  

Thirty horsepower, open-air tractors provided mechanized labour on average 

farms in Alberta. These tractors were used year round: in the blistering thirty degree 

Celsius days when tilling a field and on minus thirty degree Celsius days when the 

tractor was required to bring feed to the cattle. The open-air tractors exposed the driver 

not only to damaging sun-rays or the harsh cold, but also to exposure to crop inputs like 

 

4 Jinxia Wang et al., "Changing to More Efficient Irrigation Technologies in Southern Alberta (Canada): 

An Empirical Analysis," Water International 40, no. 7 (2015): 1041. 
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fertilizers and pesticides, as well as dust and machinery exhaust. In 1961, the average 

farm in Alberta was 645 acres, which was well above the national average of 359 acres, 

and over the next decades, the average size of Alberta farms increased by nearly seventy 

percent.5  

While Southern Alberta agriculture increased rapidly during the post-war period, 

the Netherlands struggled to reclaim farm land from the destruction of the war. In 1956, 

the region in Southern Alberta to which my interview participants moved had a 

population density of 5.3 people per square mile. At the same time, in the Netherlands, 

the population was nearing eleven million, with a population density of 674.7 people per 

square mile.6 The Netherlands was crippled by the ever increasing risk of 

overpopulation, destroyed infrastructure, and flooded farm land; therefore, the 

government worked with other countries to encourage the emigration of Dutch citizens.7 

Canada was seen as a natural choice for Netherlanders because of its need for 

agricultural labourers, history of friendship with the Netherlands, and its willingness to 

assist Netherlanders in immigrating. The immense difference in density coupled with 

affordable land prices, was a strong motivation for Dutch immigrants to come to 

 

5Agricultural Statistics Yearbook - 2008 (Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, 2009), 128.  

6 ‘Alberta’ - Province of Opportunity: A Survey of the Resources and Facilities Offered to Industry by the 

Province of Alberta, of Its Present Industrialization, and of Future Probable Growth and Industrial 

Opportunities in the Province. (Calgary, AB: Calgary Power Ltd., 1958); ‘StatLine - Population, 

Households and Population Dynamics; from 1899’, Statline, 29 December 2017, 

https://opendata.cbs.nl/statline/#/CBS/en/dataset/37556eng/table?ts=1575319941938. 

7 Joanne van Dijk, ‘The Role of Religion in the Postwar Settlement Patterns of Dutch Canadians’, 

Canadian Review of Sociology & Anthropology 38, no. 1 (February 2001): 58. 
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Alberta, as farmers saw the vast areas of ‘unpopulated’ land as ideal for 

intergenerational farming. 

Alberta was advertised in 1956 by Calgary Power Ltd. as a land full of all the 

abundance needed for successful agricultural pursuits, with picturesque vacation resorts, 

and the ideal climate. The weather was described in the best possible language to 

encourage shareholders, and ultimately immigrants to the area:  

Alberta, one of the sunniest areas of Canada, has a climate that can best be 

described as exhilarating. Summer temperatures are pleasantly, not 

excessively warm, and the humidity is much lower than that which causes 

summer discomfort in major centres in other parts of the continent. Clear 

skies make summer nights pleasantly cool. In winter, though the temperature 

occasionally drops to low levels, the cold is tempered by bright sunshine, 

and, again, by the low humidity. Wind-chill must be guarded against, but 

adequate clothing and shelter permit outdoor work in comfort on most days. 

From Calgary south, that amazing warm wind, the Chinook, can raise mid-

winter temperatures to well above freezing in the space of a few hours-an 

experience never to be forgotten.8 

 

The Dutch immigrants who made the voyage were often shocked to find the 

winters far more severe than promised, and the summers far drier than they were 

told. According to historian Howard Palmer, Southern Alberta towns such as 

“‘Iron Springs,’ ‘Diamond City,’ and ‘Picture Butte’” were imagined as “resort 

towns” when immigrants were told their names. However, upon arrival, the 

immigrants were discouraged to find them to be nothing more than simple farming 

 

8 ‘Alberta’ - Province of Opportunity: A Survey of the Resources and Facilities Offered to Industry by the 

Province of Alberta, of Its Present Industrialization, and of Future Probable Growth and Industrial 

Opportunities in the Province., 12. 
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towns that were kilometers apart and connected by a rough gravel road in the heart 

of the wind-swept prairies.9  

Many Dutch families were assisted by the Christian Reformed Church (CRC)’s 

field-men to immigrate to Southern Alberta.10 Bernard Nieboer served as the fieldman 

for the Iron Springs area and was awarded a medal by the Dutch government near the 

end of his life for his “colonization services” in helping five thousand Dutch immigrants 

settle in the area.11 Sarah Carter argues that during the settling of the West only specific 

types of immigrants were allowed to apply for a homestead.12  In the post WWII era, 

this selective entrance was still taking place, as the Dutch were encouraged to immigrate 

to the Canada because of their experience in agriculture and their roots in Western 

European Protestantism.13 As a result, the Dutch families that immigrated were housed 

near their sponsor family and worked on the sponsor’s farm. The immigrant children 

worked on the farm before and after school, and often missed school during the busy 

seasons. The additional labour of the children not only benefited the immigrants with 

additional income, it was also extremely beneficial to the sponsor who was able to pay 

 

9 Howard Palmer, Land of the Second Chance: A History of Ethnic Groups in Southern Alberta 

(Lethbridge, AB: The Lethbridge Herald, 1972), 21. 

10 The CRC’s fieldmen worked closely with the Canadian Settlement Service of the Department of 

Citizenship and Immigration to locate large, healthy, agricultural families and place them on farms that 

needed their labour. These positions were often temporary and contractual.  

11  Victor Olivier and Rick Hiebert, ‘The Record’, Report / Newsmagazine (National Edition) 29, no. 24 

(16 December 2002): 52. 

12 During the settling of the West, only British males were allowed to apply for a homestead in Canada. 

For more information on this topic see Sarah Carter’s Imperial Plots, specifically chapter six entitled, 

“’Daughters of Blood’ or ‘Hordes of Men of Alien Race’?: The Homesteads-for-British-Women 

Campaign.”  Carter, Imperial Plots: Women, Land, and the Spadework of British Colonialism on the 

Canadian Prairies, 287. 

13 van Dijk, ‘The Role of Religion in the Postwar Settlement Patterns of Dutch Canadians’, 59. 
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very minimal wages. One interview participant spoke of how her family’s sponsor went 

to the same church as they did, and although he was well-off, he still required her family 

to pay a high rent for their small beet shack. The interview participant shook her head as 

she remembered how upsetting this situation was even sixty years later.  

After five years of Nazi occupation, the Netherlands was devastated, and many 

families, including the VanRoon family of Strijen, South Holland, looked to their 

Canadian liberators for a new start.14 The fairly typical family of nine immigrated to 

Iron Springs, Alberta in 1952 and moved into a beet-shack on the bald prairies, with no 

insulation, running water, or electricity. As a thirteen-year-old, the second oldest child, 

Audrey (K1), immediately began working to support her family through their 

transitional years. Audrey’s father, a blacksmith, passed away after only eight months in 

Canada, compounding Audrey (K1) and her siblings’ need for paid work. Audrey earned 

wages by housekeeping for a neighbour, performing farm labour on a neighbouring 

farm, and hoeing beets. Four years later, at seventeen years of age, Audrey (K1) trained 

in Calgary as a Registered Nursing Aid and began working in Lethbridge.  

In 1958 Audrey (K1) married Albert Kolk and together they took over Albert’s 

parent’s farm. Audrey (K1) quit her work as a nurse because the farm only owned one 

vehicle, which was needed for farm work, therefore, she was unable to commute to 

Lethbridge every day. Within 10 years the young couple had six children, and Audrey 

(K1) recalled how she continued to work on the farm, saying, “I just had to juggle things 

 

14 Herman Ganzevoort, Bittersweet Land: The Dutch Experience in Canada, 1890-1980 (Toronto, ON: 

McClelland & Stewart Inc., 1988), 64. 
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around a little better. Take the baby along later on, and I had one pen that had no calves 

in it, it was nice and clean, and I would put new straw in it, and put a blanket in, and put 

the baby on it. And I helped… I just kept on going… I would just take the kids with me 

wherever I went.”15 Audrey raised her six young children while working daily on the 

farm, her labour included cleaning out cow stalls, working with the poultry barns, 

tending her large garden and general yard upkeep, along with her domestic duties within 

the home.  

Audrey continued to work on the farm while all of her children were growing up. 

Audrey was also responsible for managing the farms books. In order to become more 

efficient, Audrey attended several farm accounting computer courses. Audrey seemed 

proud of how these courses, and reading the plethora of farming literature that was 

published each month, kept her current with farming practices, and allowed her to work 

in either the most efficient way, or with the most up to date ideas. Through this 

information, Audrey was able to educate herself about the land and the labour she was 

conducting, while also mentally challenging herself. Upon retirement, Audrey and 

Albert sold the farm to their three sons. 

Margaret Dykstra (V1) was born on September 23, 1941 in Groningen, the 

Netherlands.16 On October 19, 1954, Margaret (V1)’s family immigrated to Smithers, 

British Columbia.17 Margaret (V1) was accustomed to her small family, and urban life 

in Holland, therefore, she was shocked when they arrived near Smithers and moved into 

 

15 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” Picture Butte, Alberta, December 27, 2018, 9.  

16 Margaret (Dykstra) VanDyk is of no immediate relation to Elinor (Dykstra) Kolk. 

17 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” Taber, Alberta, January 3, 2019, 2. 
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her aunt’s small three-room cabin. Margaret (V1) recalled how the dwelling housed nine 

people as Margaret (V1) and her sister slept in the same room as their newly married 

uncle, aunt and newborn child, while their parents slept on the floor in the living room, 

and a boarder slept in the kitchen. Accustomed to indoor plumbing her whole life, 

Margaret (V1) was again shocked when she was required to use a double-seater 

outhouse, even in the minus forty-degree Celsius winter nights.  

In 1960, at the age of nineteen, Margaret (V1) married Peter VanDyk and 

together they ran a successful saw mill and started their own family.18 She recalled how 

hard she worked as a young immigrant child in Smithers, but how it did not compare to 

the labour she performed in her married life, stating, “I worked till I got married, and 

then you work twice as hard after that. Five kids in seven years.”19 In the spring of 1967, 

Margaret (V1)’s husband convinced her to go on a trip to Southern Alberta to view the 

Prairies. She did not enjoy the Prairies, but her husband was enamored by them. By 

September of that same year, the family packed up and moved to a little farm near the 

hamlet of Cranford, Alberta. Margaret (V1) eventually had seven children, while also 

working on the family farm. 

Bertha (VZ1) was born in Holland on March 6th, 1943.20 Bertha (VZ1)’s mother 

worked primarily in the home raising thirteen children, while Bertha’s father worked in 

the peat moss industry. In May of 1954, Bertha (VZ1) and her family immigrated to Iron 

Springs, Alberta. Bertha (VZ1) said that her father made the decision to immigrate 

 

18 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 3. 

19 Margaret VanDyk , “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” Taber, Alberta, April 18, 2019, 6.  

20 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” Picture Butte, Alberta, January 3, 2019, 1. 
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because “there were lots of boys in our family and there was just no opportunity for 

them to get anywhere in life. You have to just stay working in the factories.”21 However, 

Bertha (VZ1)’s father passed away after just two years in Canada and left her mother a 

widow at the age of fifty-four. Bertha (VZ1)’s family supported itself by working in the 

sugar beet fields in the summer, and in bush country in the winter, with the children 

giving all their money to their mother. Bertha (VZ1) explained how she mainly worked 

with her mother in the house while her siblings worked in the beet fields. This allowed 

Bertha (VZ1)’s mother to have twelve children working and earning a wage for the 

family, while she and Bertha (VZ1) managed the household. Raising thirteen children 

on a widow’s pension, or even a farm labourers wage, would have proved impossible, 

therefore, working in the sugar beet industry, where children could earn a wage, was 

crucial to the survival of many Dutch immigrant families. Once Bertha (VZ1) finished 

grade nine, she began working full time at the local grocery store, and was employed 

there until she was twenty-three.  

Bertha (VZ1) married John VanZeggelaar in 1966, and the couple moved onto 

John’s parent’s farm.22 The farm grew sugar beets and grain, and raised dairy cows, and 

poultry. Bertha (VZ1) continued to work at the grocery store until a month before she 

gave birth to her first child. Bertha (VZ1) had three children, and worked within the 

home and in the community as a volunteer.  

 

21 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” 1. 

22 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4. 
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Nellie (B1) Schipper’s family immigrated from Rotterdam to Canada in 1956 

and settled on a farm near Coaldale, Alberta.23 Nellie’s father became very ill, and the 

children worked to support the family and pay medical bills. At fifteen years old, Nellie 

began working in a boarding house at the Lethbridge Research Station, and ran her 

neighbour’s household. Nellie (B1) recalled how when she worked at the boarding 

house she made, $80 a month, and gave it all to her mother. The month before Nellie 

(B1) was married, she decided she would keep her own money. She laughed as she 

recalled, “the last month I worked I kept my $80. I thought: ‘I need some money, I am 

getting married.’ But then we went to buy the material for my wedding dress and my 

mother says ‘I don’t have any money; I hope you have money.’ So that is where my $80 

went. She did that on purpose. But that was okay, we managed just fine.”24 Nellie (B1) 

recognized that the money she earned was vital to her family’s survival, and that she 

really had no choice but to accept the arrangement. Nevertheless, the fact that Nellie 

(B1) remembered the story nearly half a century later indicates that her attempt to 

maintain autonomy amidst economic strife was significant to her.  

Nellie (B1) married William Bezooyen and began farming alongside him while 

raising their children.25 Once Nellie (B1) had children, she woke up before any of her 

six children, and performed the chores that needed to be done on the farm such as 

collecting eggs, and milking the cow before making breakfast. After the kids were 

 

23 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” Readymade, Alberta, January 31, 2018, 2. 

24 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 10. 

25 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,”4.  
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awake, she fed them, packed their lunches, and got them to the bus. Nellie (B1) then 

cleaned the house, made beds, baked bread, washed the cream separator, hoed the 

garden, cooked lunch for her husband, cleaned laundry, prepared supper, and had snacks 

and tea ready for when the kids came home from school. After school, she took them to 

care for the chickens, and pigs. Nellie (B1) then made supper, fed the children, and put 

them to bed. Once all the children were sleeping, she tidied up the house and finished 

any outstanding tasks before herself retiring to bed.  

Nellie (B1)’s schedule changed throughout the year, depending on the season. 

Summertime offered an entirely different schedule, as the children would be home and 

the farm at its busiest. When Nellie (B1)’s first two boys were only three and four years 

old, she made breakfast and left it ready on the table and started hoeing beets by five in 

the morning. She would hoe beets all morning, and when the boys woke up, they would 

eat breakfast by themselves, before joining their mother in the field. Nellie (B1) would 

hoe beets until lunch, make lunch for the family, and then finish all the other tasks of the 

day. After supper, the family returned to the beet fields and hoed for a few hours before 

bed. It was not until Nellie (B1) was pregnant with her third child that she decided she 

would no longer hoe beets, Nellie (B1) laughed as she remembered the decision when 

she said, “enough already!”26 

 

26 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” 3.  
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 Nellie (B1), Audrey (K1), and Margaret (V1) all worked daily on the farm 

demonstrating what Parvin Ghorayshi, described as the countless ways that women 

contribute to family farms:  

Wives are farm managers, office workers, production workers and 

family counsellors. They are decision-makers as well as laborers. Much 

of their activity is related to their position as wife/mother/partner and is 

due to their deep concern for the survival and well-being of both family 

and enterprise. This interrelated, multi-dimensional aspect of their work, 

together with their quick adaptation to production requirements, and 

their personal commitment to the family, make it extremely difficult for 

the family unit to replace them with outside wageworkers.27 

 

As witnessed by the example of Nellie (B1) in particular, farm women in the early 

1960s in Southern Alberta worked in any number of roles every day. This wide variety 

of familial and physical farm labour made it impossible for them to take a day off. 

 Farming in the 1960s was very labour intensive. Sugar beets required back 

breaking, never-ending work that kept entire families busy. Families often lived in 

small, poorly constructed houses, while the rural setting and relative small population of 

the area meant that many of the farms in the 1950s and 1960s did not have electricity or 

running water. The oldest generation worked in numerous roles to sustain their family 

and farm from very young ages.  

Middle Generation 

Just as the oldest generation was required a strong work ethic to survive life on 

the farm in the 1960s, the middle generation’s labour was needed to sustain the farm 

 

27 Parvin Ghorayshi, ‘The Indispensable Nature of Wives’ Work For the Farm Family Enterprise’, The 

Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology 26, no. 4 (1989): 587. 
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through the economically volatile 1980s. The 1970s were a thriving time in Canadian 

agriculture, and farmers were advised to expand their herds, buy more land, and invest 

in new equipment.28 However, the 1980s recession in Canada saw a rise in inflation, and 

a peak interest rate in 1981 of 21%.29 This economic recession was coupled with many 

failed crops due to poor weather in the early 1980s.30 The 1980s shook all Canadians 

economically, and led to a serious “Farm Crisis” in many rural communities. Most 

farmers were over-extended and unable to pay the 21% interest rate; therefore, many 

farms were repossessed by the bank, while others barely survived.31 Deborah Fitzgerald 

argues that the farm crisis was particularly distressing to the “many families who had 

long prided themselves on their conservative business dealings and good judgement," 

but who had become over-extended and were forced to forfeited on loans. 32 Not 

surprisingly, many of the Dutch immigrant farmers, who had survived the Nazi 

occupation through their frugalness and thrift, were deeply frustrated that they had over-

extended themselves, after a long period of cautiously building their farms. 

J.H. Clark traced the roots of the farm crisis in the Canadian Journal of 

Agricultural Economics in 1985, stating that although farm advisors encouraged farmers 

to make large investments in the 1970s, it was primarily the farmers’ responsibility to 

 

28 Deborah Fitzgerald, Every Farm a Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American Agriculture (New Haven: 

Yale, 2003), 1. 

29 Audrey Kolk, “Telephone conversation with author,” July 11, 2019. 

30 David Freshwater, ‘Canadian Agricultural Finance in the 1980s and 1990s’, Canadian Journal of 

Agricultural Economics 37, no. 1 (1989): 14. 

31 John Miner, ‘Looking Back on the Farm Crisis of the 1980s’, Ontario Farmer, 27 June 2017. 

32 Fitzgerald, Every Farm a Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American Agriculture, 1. 
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manage their own debt load.33 Clark wrote of the lessons that farmers needed to learn 

from the crisis: 

There is no doubt that the farm sector in Canada in 1985 is experiencing 

financial problems which were the result of two decades of growth in asset 

values and then subsequent decline in these values as the Canadian economy 

entered a rather severe recession. It is unlikely that the growth in asset 

values will resume in the next decade and thus farmers must now operate in 

a much more limiting financial environment than that which became normal 

between 1960 and 1980….These changes in the financial environment 

requires farmers to analyze all financial decisions much more thoroughly 

before they are made and to monitor financial results more consistently.34 

 

Clark recognized that farmers needed to take risks to expand their farms, and he was 

sympathetic to the situation, however, he argued that farmers had to be willing to accept 

the potential consequences of their risks. There is surprisingly little historiography on 

the Canadian farming crisis of the 1980s. More research needs to be done to understand 

the impact that the 1980s had on the lives of everyday farmers, their families, their 

communities, and the rise of large-scale agriculture.  

When interest rates normalized again by the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, 

land prices plummeted because of the abundance of farms for sale, therefore, the 

farmers who had weathered the storm were able to buy up the forfeited land, not unlike 

what happened to those with a bit of money during the Great Depression. The farms 

unable to hold on through the 1980s were forced to sell, and those with enough capital 

to make it through were rewarded with the ability to expand their own farm by buying 

out many of the smaller farms. Due to this rise in largescale farming, the total net farm 

 

33 J.H. Clark, ‘The Financial Crisis of Farming: The Educators’ Perspective’, Canadian Journal of 

Agricultural Economics 33, no. 4 (1985): 16–25. 

34 Clark, 24. 
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income of Alberta farms increased from 772 million dollars in 1988 to 2.2 billion dollars 

in 2017.35 This increase of farm income has also led to higher debt levels and 

contributed to the decline of the small family farm, and the rise of the largescale farm.36 

Thus, the second generation of women interviewed started their adult lives amid the 

transition from small mixed family farms, to large specialized farms. Farms that grew in 

the middle generation’s life from a few cows to 10,000 cattle in one feedlot, or from no 

hired help to twenty or more employees.  

Ramona (B2) was born on September 11, 1968, the third youngest in her 

family.37 Ramona had five brothers and spent most of her childhood with her mother. 

Ramona (B2) recalled growing up on the Bezooyen pig farm, and how she detested the 

smell of the pigs. As a child, Ramona (B2) was allocated her own granary and pigs to 

feed and take care of, and the money she raised from these animals went to buying her 

clothes, and school supplies.  

Ramona (B2) married Simon Bos, a recent Dutch immigrant, and together they 

started a tree farm north of Coaldale, Alberta. Ramona (B2) had four children within six 

years and worked primarily in the home raising her children until the youngest entered 

school; at that time, she returned to working for a wage off the farm as a nurse in the 

Chinook Regional Hospital. This allowed Ramona (B2) to contribute additional income 

to the farm. She spoke of how she was proud when the tree nursery was just starting up, 

 

35 Agricultural Statistics Yearbook - 2017, 21. 

36 Total outstanding debt levels in Alberta agriculture increased from 5.5 billion in 1988, to 23 billion in 

2017. Agricultural Statistics Yearbook - 2017, 23. 

37 Ramona Bos, “Transcript of interview with author,” Coaldale, Alberta, January 29, 2018. 
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she was able to contribute the money she earned as a nurse to the farm. This allowed her 

husband to work on the farm and use the money she earned through her career to create 

a sustainable enterprise. Although Audrey (K1) briefly attempted to work as a nurse in 

addition to her regular farm and house duties, no members of the oldest generation were 

able to work for a wage outside the home. As a member of the middle generation, 

Ramona (B2)’s decision to work in her own career, while financially supporting her 

husband’s career, demonstrated a generational difference of gender appropriate labour 

and autonomy. 

Elinor (K2) was born in Petrolia, Ontario on October 12, 1967 to Dutch 

Reformed dairy farmers, and was the second youngest of five children. When Elinor 

(K2) was two years old, her father was killed in a farming accident, which left her 

mother widowed. With five young children, and no way to sustain herself, Elinor (K2)’s 

mother placed an ad that she was looking for a husband in a Dutch Reformed church 

magazine. After getting a response from a dairy farmer in Iron Springs, Alberta, Elinor 

(K2)’s resourceful and realistic mother packed up her family and moved across Canada. 

Elinor (K2) was five years old when she started her new life in Iron Springs, and she 

grew up working on the dairy farm with her family.  

In the summer of 1988, Elinor (K2) married Leighton and began working on 

Audrey (K1) and Albert’s farm.38 Audrey (K1) explained how her, and Albert’s debt 

load was very high, because they had purchased more land right before the interest rates 

 

38 Elinor Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” Iron Springs, Alberta, December 27, 2018, 4. 
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skyrocketed. The couple was unable to keep making payments with 22% interest on 

their operating loan, so they decided to sell the farm. It was not until they offered to sell 

parts of the farm to their three sons and daughters-in-law, that the farm had enough 

revenue to support itself again. Audrey (K1) recalled vividly how the decade of the 

1980s hurt their farm, and most of the other farmers in the area, and how many farmers 

had no other option but to sell.39 Audrey (K1) and Albert needed the influx of cash flow 

from their children to sustain the farm during this period that witnessed a stagnating 

economy, rampant inflation, and high interest rates. Therefore, the farm crisis, which 

had destroyed so many farms, led to Elinor (K2)’s entry into the profession.  

When Elinor (K2) was raising her three children, she would wake up early every 

morning and fed them before she would put them back into their beds and finish her 

work in the chicken barns. Elinor (K2) checked the barns twice a day and went back and 

forth between working in the barns and checking on her kids. At other times, she would 

take her children with her to the chicken barns and lay the babies down on a blanket, 

while the older ones followed her. She laughed as she recalled that her roles on the farm 

did not change once she had kids, “I wish it would have, it just made me busier… It was 

a lot of work, it was work every day.” 40  

Elinor (K2) experienced the farm wife’s double shift every day, performing farm 

labour, and raising her children,  and she indicated how it was complicated finding time 

to do all the farm tasks she was required to do, while, also “teaching my kids, training 

 

39 Audrey Kolk, “Telephone conversation with author,” July 11, 2019. 

40 Elinor Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4.  
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my kids, and taking them with me in what I did.”41 When the children were in school, 

she worked processing cattle, calving, and any other tasks related to their cattle herd. 

Off the farm, Elinor (K2) coached soccer, taught at the local girls’ clubs, helped at 

school functions, and participated in church activities. Now a grandmother herself, 

Elinor (K2) continues to work on the farm. 

Marian (V2), Margaret (V1)’s third child, was born in Smithers on October 8, 

1964, but recalled little of Northern British Columbia as she was three years old when 

her family moved.42 Because her older sister had a disability, Marian (V2) soon became 

the oldest daughter in the house, which demanded much of her. When Margaret (V1), 

Marian (V2)’s mother, was pregnant with her seventh child, she was confined to bed 

rest, and Marian (V2), at the age of fourteen, was tasked with running the household. 

Marian (V2) worked on the farm all of her childhood, particularly remembering the long 

hours of hoeing beets.  

Marian (V2) married Bill Tamminga, a recent Dutch immigrant, at the age of 

eighteen and the two started farming on their own.43 Marian (V2) gave birth to a 

daughter, Amanda (V3), in August of 1985, and a son eleven months later, and a few 

years later another daughter. The young family lived near Marian (V2)’s parents and 

began farming alongside them. On April 10th, 1998, Marian (V2)’s father (Margaret 

(V1)’s husband) passed away, leaving an unseeded farm, and Margaret (V1) to take care 

 

41 Elinor Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4. 
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of the children who were still living at home. After his passing, Marian (V2) and Bill 

moved directly onto the farm and began to buy out Margaret (V1). 

Marian (V2) entered farming at the tail end of the farming crisis. She recalled 

“the stacks of papers of repossessed farms on the counter at the ADC [Alberta 

Agriculture Development Corp] office” when she and her husband went to apply for 

their first loan.44 The large quantity of repossessed land allowed Marian (V2) and her 

husband to buy a quarter section directly beside her parent’s farm for a very good price. 

So, while the farm crisis destroyed many of Marian (V2)’s neighbours’ ability to farm, 

her appropriate life stage coincided with the end of the crisis, much like Elinor (K2), and 

as a as a result, they were able to begin farming. Marian (V2) continues to work on her 

family farm along with her husband, two daughters and son-in-laws. Marian (V2) is 

responsible for the books of the farm, as well as managing the asparagus harvesting each 

summer.  

Dorothy (VZ2) was born in Hagersville, Ontario on March 31st, 1971.45 Dorothy 

(VZ2) was the first of seven children, six of which were daughters. Dorothy (VZ2)’s 

father worked on several dairy farms while in Ontario.46 However, the family decided to 

 

44 Marian Tamminga, “Follow Up Questions,” July 28, 2019; John Hay, ‘Hard Times in the Wheat Belt’, 
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move to Southern Alberta to attend Immanuel Christian School in Lethbridge when they 

discovered that the cost of private Christian education was significantly cheaper in 

Alberta than it was in Ontario.47 The Muizelaar family had seven children to support 

through school, and they believed that the Christian education their children would 

receive was sufficiently important to relocate the family. In 1979, when Dorothy (VZ2) 

was in grade three, the family moved to Iron Springs, Alberta.  

Dorothy (VZ2) explained that she never enjoyed school, and she began working 

part time on a feedlot when she was in upper elementary.48 From the age of twelve, 

Dorothy (VZ2) spent her summers hoeing beets, and by the time she was in high school, 

she remembered her principal saying, “you know what Miss Muizelaar, I don’t 

understand what you are doing in school, you just need to go and go to work. Stop being 

a menace in school and go to work.” 49 So the principal, Mr. Heinen, arranged Dorothy 

(VZ2)’s classes so she could work half time and go to school half time until graduation.  

 

Netherlanders and the dairy industry, many Dutch Canadian immigrants now run their own successful 

dairy farms throughout Canada. For more information see: Deborah Valenze, Milk : A Local and Global 

History (London: Yale University Press, 2011), 85, 
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?sid=433a5779-d725-496f-941c-4f74aa8441f2@sessionmgr4007&vid=0&format=EB&rid=1; Jan 

Bieleman, ‘Technological Innovation in Dutch Cattle Breeding and Dairy Farming, 1850-2000’, The 

Agricultural History Review 53, no. 2 (20050101): 229–50; Martijn Van der Heide, Huib Silvis, and Wim 
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47 Private schools were not granted any public funding by the Ontario government, whereas in Alberta 

they were. Frans Schryer, The Netherlandic Presence in Ontario: Pillars, Class, and Dutch Ethnicity 

(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1998), 130. 

48 Dorothy VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” 3. 

49 Dorothy VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4. 



45 

 

When Dorothy (VZ2) was twenty years old, she married Bertha (VZ1)’s son, 

Allan VanZeggelaar, and moved onto the VanZeggelaar chicken farm.50 After working 

on several different farming operations throughout her childhood, Dorothy (VZ2) was 

well adjusted to work on the VanZeggelaar chicken farm, and she soon began working 

in whichever role was necessary. Dorothy (VZ2) and Allan had three children, Briana, 

Dylan, and the youngest, Kaitlyn (VZ3). Dorothy worked on the farm while raising her 

three children, and continues to work in whatever way she is needed.  

The middle generation interviewed was instrumental in transitioning the small 

family farm into the larger-scale farms they are today, as well as surviving the 1980s. 

Bob Barnetson explained the “political economy” behind farms in Alberta in his 2016 

article explaining the trajectory of small family run farms into large, but typically still 

family-owned, farms. Barnetson points out that from the 1940s to 2011, the number of 

Alberta farms decreased by over fifty percent, but the size of farms increased by 

169%.51 Most significantly, these changes on Alberta farms began to take place after the 

peak of the farm crisis in 1981, and continued well into the twenty-first century.52 These 

statistics show how the middle generation farmed through a pivotal moment in Alberta 

agricultural history.  

The middle generation experienced the end of the Farm Crisis and the rise of 

large-scale farms, along with additional opportunities for paid off-farm labour, and 

 

50 Dorothy VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4. 

51 Bob Barnetson, ‘Capitalist Farms, Vulnerable Workers: The Political Economy of Farm Work in 

Alberta’, in Farm Workers in Western Canada: Injustices and Activism, by Shirley McDonald and Bob 

Barnetson (Edmonton, AB: University of Alberta Press, 2016), 4. 

52 Barnetson, 4. 



46 

 

community volunteer work. As the middle generation grew into adulthood, they were 

required to adapt to their new roles in the home, in society, and on the farm. This 

transitionary period uniquely positioned the second-generation women as both labourers 

and managers on their farm. Dorothy (VZ2), Marian (V2), and Elinor (K2), in particular, 

transitioned from doing the physical labour necessary for farm survival, into farm 

management signalling organizational complexity and proto-professionalization. 

Youngest Generation 

The average sized farm in Alberta in 2006 was 1055 acres, this number has 

doubled since the youngest generation’s grandparents began farming.53 Farming in 

southern Alberta today is heavily mechanized. Five hundred horsepower tractors pull 

seed drills that can seed quarter sections (160 acres) within a few hours.54 Self-propelled 

sprayers costing several hundred thousand dollars with one hundred foot booms, and 

fully sealed and climate controlled cabs, manage weeds and pests.55 Center pivots 

controlled by smart phones irrigate quarter sections with precision, eliminating the 

reliance on appropriately timed rainfalls.56 During harvest, swathers cut the crop and 

leave it in GPS programmed swaths.57 A few days later, a combine thrashes and sieves 

the crop, with the option of spreading and chopping hay, or laying hay in swaths for the 
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baler following behind the combines.58 A new combine costs well over half a million 

dollars, and they are often traded out every few years for a newer edition.59 The use of 

1500 bushel grain carts, allows combine operators to never stop, thus cutting down on 

inefficiency.60 Truck drivers race from field to grain bin, or shipping locations, and 

empty their 44,500kg of crop using high powered augers within twenty minutes.61 

Even within livestock-oriented agriculture, technology has greatly reduced 

hands-on labour. Dairy, chicken, and hog barns can be fed, cleaned, and managed 

through computer operated systems.62 Thus, eliminating the need for farmers to 

constantly be in the barns. However, while livestock farmers still require the most 

hands-on daily physical labour, the demand on their time has reduced significantly 

because of computer operated systems. Farming in 2019 is drastically different from the 

ways the first generation farmed in the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and even 1990s. 

Technology’s ever expanding role on farms has transformed agriculture over three 

generations, making it unrecognizable from past practices. Nevertheless, despite all 

these changes the youngest generation’s lives were or are still rooted in the family farm. 

Despite changes to the particular type of work, all three generations of women were and 

are necessary for the survival of the farm.  
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On September 23, 1995, Ramona (B2) Bos gave birth to her third child, Heather 

(B3). Heather (B3) grew up heavily involved in the tree farm, but much like her mother, 

chose a different career path. After graduating from high school, she moved to Calgary 

for two years to obtain her rehabilitation therapy diploma from the Southern Alberta 

Institute of Technology.63 Heather (B3) now works full time at the Taber Health Center 

as a rehabilitation therapy assistant. Her upbringing on the farm and subsequent choice 

of an off-farm career path is a trend seen more and more in the agricultural world. 

However, during the busy season on the tree farm, she still works in the evening on the 

farm. The three generations of the Bezooyen family are Nellie (B1), Ramona (B2), and 

Heather (B3). 

Megan (K3) is twenty-five years old and works full time on the farm with 

employees from both within and outside the family.64 Megan (K3)’s role on the farm 

started from a young age: 

Starting younger, when I was less skilled and had to be monitored more, I 

would do a lot of sweeping the shops, cleaning our coffee room, shoveling 

the bunks, lawnmowing, and weed whipping, and then as I got more older 

and able to work on my own, I would do a lot of the cattle work. So, I rode a 

horse to check the cattle for their health, and then I learned many of the 

feedlot processing, and pen checking skills. Administering medications, and 

just working with cattle and animals, and now I help a bit with more, and 

I’ve grown with a bit more experience to, so I help with a lot of the 

management decisions, do the accounts payable in the office, as well as 

many of the similar duties in the feedlot, whether its shoveling, or working 

with cattle, or whatever needs to be done.65  
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Megan (K3) continues to work on the farm, and with her own cow herd which she 

has grown on the side. Megan (K3) is an anomaly in this study, as she is the only 

member of the youngest generation who actively pursued farming as her career, 

signaling ever expanding employment opportunities for women apart from their 

families.66 The three generations of the Kolk family are Audrey (K1), Elinor (K2), 

and Megan (K3). 

Amanda (V3), Marian (V2)’s first child, was born on August 19, 1985.67 

Amanda (V3) grew up with limited responsibilities on the farm, and with a freedom to 

spend her time as she saw fit. After graduation, at the age of seventeen, Amanda (V3) 

moved into Lethbridge and attended the Lethbridge College.68 Amanda (V3) graduated 

with a Unit Clerk certificate and worked temporarily in Red Deer, before returning to 

Lethbridge to work. During this time, she met her husband Harvey DeBoer. Harvey was 

a draftsman working in Lethbridge, with no experience in the agricultural sector. 

However, a few years into their marriage, Harvey started working alongside Marian 

(V2) and Bill on the farm and has remained full time on the farm for the past seven 

years.  

Amanda (V3) is now the mother of three young girls, and actively involved in 

their school and church programs.69 During asparagus picking on the farm or potato 

harvest, Amanda (V3) helps with picking and grading. She takes her daughters along to 
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pick and grade, as she believes it is good for her daughters to learn the value of hard 

work. In the future, when Marian (V2) is ready, Amanda (V3) plans on taking over the 

office work for the farm. The three generations of the VanDyk family are Margaret (V1) 

VanDyk, Marian (V2) Tamminga, and Amanda (V3) DeBoer. 

Kaitlyn (VZ3) was born on November 30, 1995, in Lethbridge, Alberta. Kaitlyn 

(VZ3) attended Immanuel Christian School, and went to church at the Iron Springs 

Christian Reformed Church, the same church that her parents and grandparents attended, 

and the school that her grandparents had moved to Alberta to send their children. 

Kaitlyn (VZ3)’s family moved onto the home yard of the chicken farm when she was in 

grade three, and from then on she was involved with the farm.  

Once Kaitlyn (VZ3) graduated from high school, she attended the Lethbridge 

College and obtained a diploma in Child and Youth Care.70 In 2016, Kaitlyn (VZ3) 

married Aaron Groenenboom, and the couple recently moved onto the Groeneboom 

Feedlot, where Aaron works full time. Kaitlyn (VZ3) worked as a child and youth care 

worker for several years before giving birth to her first child in September of 2018. 

Kaitlyn currently works raising her son and managing the household. The three 

generations of the VanZeggelaar family are Bertha (VZ1), Dorothy (VZ2), and Kaitlyn 

(VZ3). 

 It is, in a sense, unfair to analyse the lives of the youngest generation in 

comparison to their mothers and grandmothers, as the youngest generation are still in the 

 

70 Kaitlyn Groenenboom, “Transcript of interview with author,” Kipp, Alberta, December 28, 2018, 3. 
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early stages of their family, and career. Kaitlyn (VZ3) is the mother of a one-year-old 

and has not experienced the other stages of raising children, while also navigating farm 

responsibilities. Heather (B3) is not married and has only worked at her full-time 

occupation for a few years. It is impossible to compare Megan (K3) to her mother or 

grandmother, as Megan (K3) does not have any children, and her primary role is on the 

farm. Megan (K3)’s life, and that of all the youngest generation may seem less 

complicated than their mother’s or grandmother’s, because they have not reached the 

stages of life. However, their lives and aspirations may at some point lead them into 

very similar positions as their mothers and grandmothers, or they may chose a path 

completely removed from what they were raised within. 

 An example of the changing expectations or aspirations of the generations, are 

demonstrated through the Bezooyen family’s generational views on women’s education. 

Nellie (B1) indicated that she was just required to go to school for the minimum years 

required by law, and then she was expected to work to support her family. Although she 

had always wanted to be a nurse, she knew that she would not be afforded the luxury of 

post-secondary education. In the second generation, Ramona (B2) spoke of how she was 

encouraged by her mother and several other family members to pursue nursing upon 

graduating, which she did. Finally, Heather (B3) said that she knew she was expected to 

graduate high school and attend some form of post-secondary education. Heather (B3) 

spoke of the pressure she felt in grade ten and eleven to have her future career already 

decided. This generational progression of expectations of education is just one example 

of the differing worlds that these three generations occupied. Comparing generations 

shows the changes and continuities of women’s aspirations, expectations, and roles.  
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Conclusion  

Nellie (B1) recalled what the family farm was like as a young mother, saying, 

“the cozy little farm used to be so much nicer, a few cows and a few pigs, and a few 

chickens, yeah. Gave us all little jobs, and the kids.”71 The benefit of nearly eighty years 

of life allowed Nellie (B1) to look back at her time on the farm as “cozy” and “nice,” 

she resented how “now it is just nothing but grain, grain, grain. Big machinery,…Now 

they just sit in the big tractor, air conditioned, and I suppose it’s still a concern for them, 

but…”72 Nellie (B1) viewed the farm as once a suitable way of life, and the proper way 

to raise her family, but these values she believes have disappeared. Barbara Shircliffe 

wrote of the value of understanding nostalgia in an interview as “homesickness” and “a 

yearning for something past that is no longer recoverable.”73 Nellie (B1) ‘yearned’ for 

the atmosphere of the small family farm, but recognized that times had changed, and 

there was no going back.  

The family farm in Southern Alberta today is unrecognizable from the farm of 

the 1960s, nevertheless, it impacts each generation in a similar way. For example, 

members of the oldest generation worried about the bank repossessing small herds of 

cattle when they couldn’t pay back a loan, in much the same way that farmers today 

 

71 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” 6. 

72Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” 6. 

73 Barbara Shircliffe, ‘“We Got the Best of That World”: A Case for the Study of Nostalgia in the Oral 

History of School Segregation’, The Oral History Review 28, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 62. 
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worry that a decision made in the economic markets could make their year of crops or 

livestock worthless, as happened in the 2003 BSE crisis.74 

This chapter has argued that the interview participants worked on the farm in 

myriad of ways from young children hoeing beets to management positions in their later 

lives. No two interview participants can compare their work to each other, as they each 

had unique responsibilities, personalities, and farms.  Each generation and family 

worked in different roles according to what fit within their own personal context. 

Although each generation of women grew out of their physical roles on the farm, all 

four families demonstrated the ways in which the farm never truly leaves the family. 

Similarly, as will be demonstrated in the following chapter, the family farm and family 

life can never be completely separated from each other, as the success of one is 

dependent on the other. As displayed by the twelve women interviewed, each new 

generation of women are necessary for the success of the farm. 

 

 

 

 

74 ‘The BSE Crisis - Lessons for the Future’, Interim Report (Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture 

and Forestry, April 2004). 
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Chapter Two “They’ll have to get a boyfriend who is a farmer”: The 

Intersections of Gender and Labour 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the intersections of labour and gender on family farms, 

and seeks to understand the expectations placed upon women, including those 

expectations they placed upon themselves, as farmers, women, mothers, wives, 

employees, and community members. Whereas the every-day physical labour of the 

interview participants was discussed in the previous chapter, this chapter will expand 

upon that knowledge by addressing gendered labour specifically; women’s 

interpretations of what that labour meant to them; and the evolution of both over time. 

This chapter demonstrates that although each generation of women contributed to the 

farm and family in different forms, the ‘gendered’ labour of all twelve women was 

crucial to the success of their farms. 

My research connects with and contributes to the overlapping fields of gender 

and labour history, and expands on existing scholarship on women’s waged and 

unwaged labour. As an intergenerational study of women’s work, Meg Luxton’s, More 

than a Labour of Love: Three Generations of Women's Work in the Home (1980) is 

particularly close to this thesis, even though it was published four decades ago. Luxton 

was pathbreaking in combatting some of the largest silences of women’s unwaged 

labour through her intergenerational oral history study.1 Luxton showed the major 

 

1 Meg Luxton, More than a Labour of Love: Three Generations of Women’s Work in the Home (Toronto, 

Ont.: Women’s Press, 1980). 
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dependence on women’s unwaged labour within the family home. Although Luxton’s 

narrators lived in a small isolated town of Manitoba, their lifestyle in a mining town as 

opposed to agriculture, was drastically different than the farm women of Southern 

Alberta.  

Eight years after Luxton’s publication, Veronica Stong-Boag’s respected work, 

The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 1919-1939 

supplemented the historiography on women’s unwaged labour. However, The New Day 

Recalled only mentions briefly and sporadically the lives of rural women in Canada, 

usually in relation to a fleeting history or a life once lived by the now urban woman.2 

This chapter will invigorate this methodology and theory by addressing women’s 

unwaged labour outside the home, primarily, on the farm. My study prioritizes rural-

based women’s voice in the historiography and situates their voices alongside the 

subjects of Luxton and Strong-Boag’s work. 

In Working Families: Age, Gender, and Daily Survival in Industrializing 

Montreal, Bettina Bradbury showed through scrupulous analysis of census records the 

different ways through which working-class families survived.3 Most notably, she 

demonstrated that the family depended on all members to work in their own way to 

provide direct or indirect incomes. Bradbury noted that the notion of a two-wage 

household, which is often presented as a recent phenomenon, was preceded by three, 

 

2 Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 1919-

1939 (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1988). 

3 Bettina Bradbury, Working Families: Age, Gender, and Daily Survival in Industrializing Montreal 

(Toronto, ON: McClelland & Stewart Inc., 1993). 
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four, or five family members, generally children, all working in one family.4 Though 

nineteenth-century industrializing Montreal, and twentieth-century rural Southern 

Alberta were drastically different temporal, geographic, and economic entities, similar 

experiences were reported by the twelve narrators in this study.  

Bradbury’s use of census records illuminates the everyday lives of working-class 

men, women and children in industrializing Montreal with remarkable clarity, but as she 

noted, “for working-class families, the information that can be gleaned from such 

sources constitutes only too often fragments of a jigsaw puzzle whose total picture is 

more difficult to grasp."5 The available information gleaned from a census is limited by 

the census’ limited parameters, the enumerator’s assumptions, and the compilation 

process.  As other scholars have pointed out, the information presented in census records 

is often misleading and lacking in personal detail.  

Heidi MacDonald critically examines the use of census records in her article 

published in Social History, “Who Counts and Why? Nuns, Work, and the Census of 

Canada, 1871-2001.”6 She contested the traditional use of census records in recording 

women’s work, particularly the work of women religious (commonly called nuns). 

MacDonald compared census records with clerical records and demonstrated the 

inconsistences and inaccuracies of their recording of women’s labour. Her analysis of 

the census records and their incongruencies, point to a long history of under-recorded 

 

4 Bradbury, 14. 

5 Bradbury, 17. 

6 Heidi MacDonald, ‘Who Counts and Why? Nuns, Work, and the Census of Canada, 1871-2001’, 

Histoire Sociale/Social History 86 (November 2010): 369–91. 
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and undervalued women’s work. My project contributes to the historiography by 

highlighting another distinct example of women’s undervalued labour within complex 

social situations building on MacDonald’s work on women religious, and Bradbury’s 

study of working-class children.  

The aims of this chapter are twofold: first, to address specific examples of 

gendered labour inside and outside the home, and secondly, to show how each 

generation was and is crucial to the success of the family, farm, and community in their 

own unique ways. All three generations of women contributed to the success of their 

family, farm, and community, whether that was displayed as a volunteer at the local 

girls’ club, in raising seven children, or in cleaning out pig barns. As an example, Elinor 

(K2) did not need to wash all her family’s clothes by hand, or bake her own bread like 

her mother-in-law, Audrey (K1); whereas, Audrey (K1) was not expected to coach 

soccer or help at the local school, like Elinor (K2). Expectations of women’s labour 

have changed over the three generations, nevertheless, all three generations were and are 

vital to the family farm and farming community.  

Inside the Home 

 Across all three generations and four families, reproductive labour was 

consistently the responsibility of the women interviewed, despite the evolution of 

household labour from the 1950s to 2019.7 The oldest generation spoke most often about 

their labour inside the home while raising their small children, while the middle 

 

7 Reproductive labour is defined for the purposes of this thesis as any labour involved in caring for and 

raising a family. Reproductive labour tends to be undervalued as it is most often unwaged, and includes 

things such as child rearing, house cleaning, and meal cooking. 
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generation discussed balancing their family life and the farm, while the final generation 

described balancing their family with the farm, and community expectations. This 

section will show how women’s labour within the home and on the family farm has 

changed over the last three generations. This will be demonstrated through the study of 

how women’s lives changed once married, examples of changing technological 

advancements within the home, understanding motherhood across the three generations, 

considering women’s roles within the family during crisis, and finally, through a brief 

discussion on the future of women’s roles in a farming family. Differences in labour 

expectations exist between the three generations, however, despite the differences, the 

three generations demonstrate how intrinsically connected the family is to the farm, and 

how essential women’s contributions are to the survival of both family and farm. 

Nellie (B1) described the changes that took place in her life once she was 

married but before she became a mother, she described her days as lonely and long, 

saying that on a normal day, “I did nothing, we lived in a small house, and I didn’t have 

a job or didn’t drive or anything, so it was kind of boring. Days were long, I did a lot of 

crafts and things like that. Knitting and crocheting.”8 Prior to her wedding, Nellie had 

worked numerous jobs in the community and was accustomed to the discipline and 

dedication that this took. Once Nellie was married, her life was dramatically altered, not 

just in the relational setting, but also in her expected roles. Nellie soon became a mother 

and her roles once again changed considerably. However, at this beginning stage of 

 

8 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” 4. 
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marriage Nellie remembered lacking purpose, something that she still lamented fifty 

years later.   

 Margaret (V1) was similar to Nellie (B1) in that she did not have a driver’s 

licence; therefore, she was confined to her home and unable to work off the farm once 

married. These women transitioned from working numerous jobs outside the home 

before their marriages, to isolation within their home or farm property. Margaret 

recalled the isolation she felt stating, “we got to go to town once a week and then 

Catechism and church, because in the beginning there was never no money to just drive 

all over the place and do this, that and the other thing. There just wasn’t. So we were 

always home. Home with the kids, we were always there.”9 To compound this feeling of 

isolation, Margaret’s oldest daughter required round-the-clock care, so she was unable 

to ever leave the children alone or with a babysitter. One of the first nights that Margaret 

and her family were in their Southern Alberta home, she thought someone was stealing 

fuel from her farm, and she had no telephone to contact her husband. Margaret was 

home alone with her children and it was not until her husband returned late that night 

that he told her that he had made a deal with his neighbour to share a communal fuel 

tank. Margaret spoke often of the isolation she felt in her new home because of her 

vulnerability as the sole caretaker of her children with no ability to connect with friends 

and family. 

 

9 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” 19. 
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Like Nellie (B1) and Margaret (V1), Audrey (K1) was unable to continue 

working in paid employment once she was married. The farm only owned one vehicle 

and it was required for every-day farm labour, which made it impossible for Audrey 

(K1) to drive to Lethbridge for work. However, Audrey noted several times throughout 

both interviews how much she had loved working as a nurse. Therefore, when the 

Picture Butte hospital opened, and Audrey (K1) was offered a job, she was very excited 

about the possibility. At this time the farm had enough vehicles that she could have used 

to commute to the significantly closer location, however, Audrey (K1) recalled how she 

tried a few night shifts before determining that it was impossible for her to accomplish 

all the things she was expected to get done in the house, on the farm, and work at the 

hospital. Her attempt to work night shifts suggests that she tried to do all of the work she 

previously did, in addition to her added shift as a nurse. Just like when she became a 

mother, Audrey’s roles were not decreased to afford her the opportunity to work as a 

nurse, instead, she viewed her only option was to add this job onto her already full 

workload.  

Unsurprisingly, Audrey (K1) was unable to successfully add another eight hours 

of work to her already full day, so she quit her position and never worked as a paid 

nurse again. She remembered making the decision with her husband, saying, “we 

figured the family was needing me more.”10 As much as she wanted to be a nurse, and 

 

10 Audrey Kolk, “Telephone conversation with author,” November 22, 2019. 
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as much as the family needed the cash from paid employment, Audrey felt a greater duty 

to the farm and raising her children than to a paid job in a field she loved.  

It is worth noting that Audrey did not mention any other options that would have 

allowed her to work as a nurse. With her additional wage from working as a nurse, the 

family could have afforded to pay for domestic help. Audrey worked as a domestic 

labourer herself as a teenager, and again when she was first married. Perhaps it was this 

experience that made her decide that she needed to be with her young children, or 

perhaps there was no one available to meet her standards. Regardless, gendered 

expectations at the time likely made Audrey feel obligated to stay at home and adhere to 

respectable parameters of motherhood.  

Another solution to Audrey’s overloaded work duties was for her husband to 

work more within the home to cover some of her reproductive labour, however, no 

mention was made of this. In contrast to Audrey attempting to take on an additional job 

off the farm, her husband worked off the farm when they were first married, while 

Audrey (K1) and her father-in-law ran the farm. She mentioned several times how her 

father-in-law was really “too old” to farm when he started, which suggests that she did 

most of the farm work. Additionally, her mother-in-law had a stroke, so Audrey (K1) 

cared for her and the communal household. During this time, she also worked for a 

neighbour as a gardener and domestic labourer for additional income, and as a young 

mother to her growing family. Therefore, in this early period when her husband worked 

off the farm, Audrey worked as a farmer, mother, gardener, housekeeper, domestic 

labourer and caregiver. However, when she attempted to work later as a nurse, she was 

expected to continue to fill all the roles without added assistance from her husband. This 
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is another example of women’s multiple and conflicting identities that they were and are 

forced to navigate in every-day life decisions.  

 Out of the twelve women interviewed for this project, nine switched their career 

because of their husband’s desire to farm. While it was not always clear what the 

interview participant’s felt about becoming farmers, their lives changed drastically 

because of their husband’s decision. Margaret (V1) remembered that she did not want to 

move to Alberta and leave behind her friends, family, and successful saw mill, but her 

husband wanted to try farming so badly. Sixty years later when asked if she could do her 

life over again what she would change, she responded “I would have stayed in 

Smithers.”11 Margaret (V1) still resented the decision to move to the farm in Southern 

Alberta, however, she worked both in the home and on the farm to make the farm 

successful. Southern Alberta society dictated men to be the primary farmer, and the 

women are to serve as helpmates, and the intergenerational consistency of this belief can 

be witnessed in Marian (V2) and Margaret (V1)’s discussion on family farm succession: 

Marian (V2): I think it is kind of cool that the sons in laws are the ones that 

are taking it over. You don’t see that very often. Usually it is the son who 

does it. It is funny because you [Amanda (V3)] have three daughters…  

Margaret (V1): They’ll have to get a boyfriend who is a farmer, right?12  

 

Marian (V2) and Margaret (V1)’s assumption that the farm would only be passed onto 

male members of the family is representative of a deeply-rooted belief within the 

Southern Alberta farming community of women’s roles within agriculture. Through this 

 

11 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 10. 

12 “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” 22. 
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reasoning, women’s marriages to prospective farmers then are based on much more than 

a personal relationship, they serve as an economic partnership. While the farm in theory 

can provide a good income for the family, the male farmer is dependent upon the 

traditional double shift labour of their wife, this dependency traversed the generational 

and familial context. 

The oldest generation was not the only generation that was influenced by 

marriage. Kaitlyn (VZ3) told of how once she was married she left the farm of her 

childhood and “I got married to another farmer, so I have a part in a different farm 

now.”13 Kaitlyn (VZ3) is just one example of the nine women who visibly changed their 

farm or career because of their marriage to a farmer. Showing the strong influence that 

the traditional patriarchal family business succession has over family farming in 

Southern Alberta. Similarly, Amanda (V3) had no intentions of becoming involved in 

her family’s farm as an adult, but because of her husband’s interest, she became part of 

it once again. Both Kaitlyn (VZ3) and Amanda (V3)’s roles on their family’s farm 

changed because of their marriage to their husbands, a trend that can be witnessed 

across the three generations interviewed.  

Once married, many of the interview participants soon began to have children. 

Audrey (K1) explained how when she was raising her children that both her sons and 

daughters worked on the farm, because her husband did not believe in different labour 

for girls and boys. However, the boys only worked inside the home when they were 

 

13 Kaitlyn Groenenboom, “Transcript of interview with author”, 4. 
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sick. This not only indicates the beginning of the double work day for women even as 

young girls, but also shows the devaluing of domestic labour in which the boys who 

were considered too sick to work on the farm were presumed healthy enough to do 

domestic labour. Both the boys and the girls in the family were expected to work on the 

farm, while the girls were also expected to work in the home. It is possible that both the 

girls and the boys worked the same amount of hours as children, but the girl’s 

introduction into the double shift day in the home and on the farm was carried into their 

adult lives. 

Audrey (K1) spoke of raising her young children in the 1950s and 1960s before 

her house had running water, and how she would haul water from the barn to her house. 

It was not until her husband was required to haul the buckets of water into the house that 

running water in the home became a priority. When Audrey (K1) was in the hospital for 

six weeks during the pregnancy of her fifth child, her husband and father-in-law ran a 

water line from the barn to the house. Audrey (K1) smiled as she remembered how 

excited she was to get that water, “I still remember that when we got water and he got 

me a dishwasher, the water wasn’t very good, so the dishwasher didn’t work very good, 

but he couldn’t help that.”14 Fifty five years later, Audrey (K1) still visibly showed that 

feeling of excitement. 

 Despite the advantage of having running water in the house, Audrey (K1)’s 

work load was not reduced, rather it shifted from one form to another. Historian 

 

14 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 11. 
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Charlotte van der Vorst argued that the mechanisation of household activities did not 

reduce work load, rather it created room for different tasks, and coincided with changing 

social attitudes about childrearing. Audrey and others demonstrate this on a practical 

level.15 Audrey recognized that the concept of the dishwasher had the potential to save 

her time, however, her remembering years later of it not working “very good” tells a 

different story. Despite the supposed luxury, she was still responsible for loading, 

emptying, cleaning, and maintaining the dishwasher, and sometimes rewashing the 

dishes. All of these tasks would have taken time, energy, appropriate timing, and more 

significantly, money that wasn’t then available for something else.  

Likewise, Margaret (V1), talked about the amount of laundry she had to do for 

her seven children before her home had an electric washing machine. She described 

having three children in diapers at one time, and the process she had to go through every 

Monday to do the family’s laundry: 

 Put them in a pale of Lysol, then you had to get them out of there with 

your hands, then I had an old ringer washer, and you had to fill it up with 

buckets. Run the whole wash through, and then you have to empty the 

thing, put clean water in to rinse everything, throw that out again, once 

more clean water and then you had to hang all your stuff on the line.16  

 

Margaret (V1) laughed as she remembered how when she still lived in Smithers 

all the women in the neighbourhood competed to be the first to have their laundry 

hanging on the line on Monday mornings.  

 

15 Charlotte van der Vorst, Making Ends Meet: Farm Women’s Work in Manitoba (Winnipeg, Manitoba: 

University of Manitoba Press, 2002), 83. 

16 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 6. 
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Although the rurally situated context of the farm meant Margaret (V1) no 

longer competed with any neighbours on washing day, the addition of farm labour 

made her even more busy.17 Margaret (V1) still shone with excitement as she 

recalled receiving her first electric washing machine. She was astonished by the 

ease it brought to doing laundry, remembering with a grin, “oh my word, I just 

couldn’t believe it. Push a button and that is it? And it comes out clean? Then you 

would open the dryer drawer and throw it in, it’s like that was a picnic! It really 

was a picnic.”18 Margaret (V1) experienced incredible transformations in domestic 

labour in her lifetime, and in retrospect she realized what an incredible change it 

brought to her life. 

Large families historically dominated and continue to dominate the Southern 

Alberta Dutch Reformed community. The oldest generation I interviewed averaged 5.5 

children, while, in comparison, the Canadian national average of women’s fertility rate 

in 1960 was 3.8. Despite the high fertility rate of the baby-boom era in Canada, Dutch 

immigrant families still outnumbered their Canadian neighbours on average of two 

children per family.19 In a time before the legalization of birth control, and the Dutch 

Reformed churches’ disapproval of its use, families continued to expand. Within farm 

 

17 Within farm families, those jobs not necessarily inside the home, but not distinct enough from the 

family to be considered separate, such as chicken egg collection, milking the family cow, or butter 

churning, often fell upon the women. Therefore the rural context created even more jobs for women apart 

from their everyday house and family labour. For more information see: Jane Glover, ‘Gender, Power, 

and Succession in Family Farm Business’, International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship 6, no. 3 

(2014): 280. 

18 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 7. 

19 M.C. Urquhart, Historical Statistics of Canada (Toronto, Ont.: The MacMillian Company of Canada, 

1965), 38. 
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families, those jobs not necessarily inside the home, but not distinct enough from the 

family to be considered separate, such as chicken egg collection, milking the family 

cow, or butter churning, often fell upon the women or girls. 

Even when birth control was legalized with the second generation of women, the 

women interviewed averaged 3.25 children, doubling the national average of 1.5 

children in the 1990s.20 It was not until 2003 that the Christian Reformed Church 

announced that the “personal decision of birth control is a matter of Christian freedom to 

be guided by prayer and the biblical principle of 1 Corinthians 10:31: “So whether you 

eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”21 Therefore, it was not 

until the third generation began having children in the 21st century, that the use of birth 

control become officially accepted within the Dutch Reformed church, however, 

declining family sizes prior to this decision indicate a wider acceptance of birth control 

than perhaps the church leaders accepted or recognized.  

Motherhood was a major milestone for ten of the twelve interview participants, 

and often used as an indicator of their full transition into adulthood.22 Audrey (K1) 

brought her six children along with her when she worked on the farm. The addition of 

six children was not seen as her new task, but rather as an expected addition to her 

 

20 ‘Report of the Demographic Situation in Canada in 2003 and 2004’, Demography Division, and Health 

Statistics Division (Statistics Canada, 2006). 
21 ‘Acts of Synod’ (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Christian Reformed Church, 2003), 648. 

22 Martha McMahon describes how becoming a mother transforms woman’s identity and shows how an 

evolution of the identity of mothers has been taking place in Canada over the last century. For more 

information see: Martha McMahon, Engendering Motherhood: Identity and Self-Transformation in 

Women’s Lives, Perspectives on Marriage and the Family (New York: Guilford Press, 1995), 

http://www.gbv.de/dms/hbz/toc/ht006531609.pdf. 
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already full workload. Nellie (B1) responded similarly to Audrey (K1) about the task of 

raising her children that “well it made my busier yet…I just kept on going. Work needed 

to be done whether you had children or not.”23 Similarly, Amanda (V3) spoke of taking 

her children along with her when she assists on the farm during harvest. Although Nellie 

(B1) and Amanda (V3) are of different generations, they both demonstrate the need for 

farm women to balance their roles on the farm with their role as mother.  

Different pressures have presented themselves to the various three generations in 

regards to their mothering. Amanda (V3) spoke of how she is expected by her friends 

who have children around her daughters’ ages to go back to waged work once her 

children are in school. Amanda (V3) commented that, “being a stay at home mom now 

is kind of like oh… Do you sit and watch TV all day or?”24 Amanda (V3) plans on 

taking over her mother’s office work, and is already heavily involved in volunteer 

activities, but societal pressures still make her feel as though she should find a waged 

job.  

 Amanda expressed another pressure as her conflicting role between a mother 

who is able to participate in all the socially expected activities with her children, while 

balancing the traditional expectations of her community as a wife. When Amada is not 

busy running her household, or helping with the farm, she is actively involved in many 

school, church, and community programs. This requires her to frequently drive to town 

and be away from the house. She compared her role as a wife to her mother’s, saying 

 

23 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of interview with author,” Readymade Alberta, December 31, 2018, 4. 

24 Amanda DeBoer, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” 12. 
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that her husband, Harvey, often must find his own lunch, as Amanda (V3) will be away, 

whereas her mother would always make lunch for her husband.25 The fall time is 

especially difficult for Amanda (V3), as harvest demands much of the family, while 

school, church, and community programs are also starting back up. This makes the 

DeBoer family, but especially Amanda (V3), incredibly busy, as she balances the 

demands of her community, children, husband, and farm.  

Amanda contributes to the farm in whatever way possible, but her tangible, 

physical contribution is often less directly involved in farming than of her mother or 

grandmother. Amanda expressed concern for this in her constant remarks of her 

unimportance on the farm, stating, “I guess my role right now is not very significant.”26 

However, Amanda is engaged with her children’s lives in a way that her mother and 

grandmother were never able. Amanda volunteers at her children’s school events, 

teaches at the local girls’ group, drives her girls to various soccer teams, and brings her 

girls camping throughout the summer. Although Amanda’s direct contribution of labour 

on the farm is less than the previous generation of women, her contributions to the 

family and, therefore, the overall success of the family farm, are vital.  

In comparison to the pressure Amanda (V3) feels to either contribute more to the 

farm, or from her friends to find paid employment off the farm, Amanda’s mother, 

Marian (V2), regrets overly focusing on the farm. When I asked Marian (V2) what her 

Dutch Reformed worldview meant to her, she wrote how she and her husband were both 

 

25 Amanda DeBoer, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” 11.  

26 Amanda DeBoer, “Transcript of interview with author,” 7. 
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taught from a very young age that their work ethic was essential in life.27 However, her 

husband’s greatest regret in life was that he spent too much time working, and not 

enough time with his children.28 She wrote how they have both had to learn to place 

their, “worth and value in who we are in Jesus Christ rather than in the work that we 

do.”29 The pressure that Marian (V2) felt as a younger woman to exhibit a strong work 

ethic while contributing to both the farm and family can be seen in how her daughter, 

Amanda (V3), talks about her own life. The expectations placed on Marian (V2) and 

Amanda (V3) as farmers, mothers, and wives, are indicative of the intense pressures 

placed on Southern Alberta farm women both in the past and present.  

Amanda was not the only interview participant to view her labour as 

insignificant to the success of the farm. All four members of the youngest generation 

rated themselves lower than their mothers or grandmothers in their importance to the 

survival of the family farm. In comparison, the other family members on average rated 

the youngest generation four points higher out of ten than they ranked themselves.30 

This low ranking of one’s importance is not unique to this generation, however; this 

generation showed the most significant under-ranking in comparison to their family 

members ranking.  

 

27 Several of the interview participants responded to follow up questions either on the phone or through 

email. All twelve women were interviewed in person both individually and with their two other family 

members, but some follow up questions still proved necessary and the answers helpful. 

28 Marian Tamminga, “Email to author,” July 12, 2019. 

29 Ibid. 

30 This was calculated by averaging the point difference between what the youngest generation rated 

themselves, and what their family members rated them. Technically 3.75 points higher.  
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Sociologists have studied farm women’s tendency to belittle their importance on 

their farm, whereby instead of recognizing themselves as a partner on the farm they 

think of themselves as a “‘helper,’ or rationalizing their tasks as being ‘support.’ Farm 

women who take on roles associated with finances or farm management often 

deemphasize the status and importance of the role, and recast it within farming couples 

as housework or office work.”31 This devaluing of their labour in combination with the 

women’s commitment to a strong work ethic, means that the women participate in 

exceptional amounts of work in order to feel as though they are displaying a strong work 

ethic.  

Another aspect of family life that particularly the oldest generation was forced to 

manage as women, mothers, daughters, and wives, was the death of family members. 

The death of loved ones was a common theme amongst the four oldest narrators. Bertha 

(VZ1) spoke of how her father passed away as the result of a heart attack, at only fifty 

years of age, just two years after immigrating to Canada. Aside from the major 

emotional toll this took on the family, his death made the family desperate to find new 

sources of money. Therefore, all thirteen children were expected to work. Bertha (VZ1) 

told of how she learned her strong work ethic by working at the local grocery store.32 

She recognised that the money she made was needed to help support the family, and 

therefore, understood her work as crucial.  

 

31 Smyth, Swendener, and Kazyak, 659. 

32 Bertha VanZeggelaar “Transcript of interview,” 4. 
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 Similarly, Audrey’s father passed away after only eight months in Canada. 

Audrey’s father suffered from bronchial issues prior to leaving the Netherlands but was 

told that a drier climate would alleviate the symptoms. Audrey (K1) spoke of how her 

father seemed remarkably healthy after they moved to the desert climate of Southern 

Alberta, however, eight months later he passed away.33 The church supported her family 

through the initial months of adjustment, but because the church was full of families in 

similar situations, it could only afford a small amount. Audrey’s mother eventually 

began receiving the Canadian government’s widow’s pension, but this was not enough 

to sustain the large family. Audrey (K1) and all her siblings worked to support the 

family; this additional income was crucial to the entire family’s survival.  

 When Nellie (B1)’s family arrived in Southern Alberta, Nellie (B1) recalled how 

her father became very sick and needed medical attention. The new immigrant family 

had to pay all medical bills out of pocket, because it was before public hospitals and 

medical insurance which became available in Canada in the 1960s.34 Like Bertha (VZ1) 

and Audrey (K1), Nellie (B1) and all her siblings were required to work to support the 

family. Nellie (B1) worked in a boarding house, and cared for an elderly neighbour, 

giving all the money she earned back to her mother. Nellie (B1), Audrey, and Bertha 

(VZ1)’s stories all display how the death of the primary wage-earner was not only 

troubling for the mother who lost a husband, but also for the children who lost a father 

and were then expected to become the breadwinners.  

 

33 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” Picture Butte, Alberta, December 27, 2018, 4. 

34  Georgina D. Feldberg, ed., Women, Health and Nation: Canada and the United States since 1945 

(Montréal, Que. : McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003), 4. 
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 Margaret (V1) lost her husband at a young age, at a different life stage than the 

other three women lost fathers, but in a similarly precarious point in her life. Margaret 

(V1) still had several children at home when he passed away from cancer. She spoke 

later about how her faith was the only thing that kept her moving along in life, saying, 

“as long as you have your faith, I mean a lot of things go wrong, and have gone wrong, I 

lost a daughter and my husband, and it will see you through. So, you have the strength to 

carry it, that is just my humble opinion. Love covers a lot, right?”35 Margaret (V1) was 

clearly bereaved by the death of her eldest daughter and her husband but depended on 

her faith to sustain her and her family. 

 Audrey (K1) also lost her husband in 2010, and she remembered the death of her 

father and her husband in very different ways. Audrey spoke of the death of her father, 

perhaps because of the distance of fifty years, as less about the emotional grief of losing 

her father and more about the immediate need to earn a wage and support her mother. 

Audrey’s loss of her husband was not a financial loss, but rather an emotional loss. 

Audrey (K1) recalled how she never opened a bank account in her own name until the 

passing of her husband, and how simple actions like this signified the start of a new 

chapter in her life:  

We were together for fifty-two years, so it is kind of a lifetime that is behind 

you in certain ways. So maybe it didn’t affect the farm anymore, except that 

it affected me that you couldn’t do things like you used to do. Or you did it 

together, so you had to do it by yourself. That is an altogether different 

story, it takes a few years to start back on your own.36  

 

35 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 10. 

36 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of Kolk family interview,” 18. 
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The brief moments in the interviews when women discussed their losses were one of the 

only times grief or emotional or mental struggle were mentioned. However, these deaths 

were losses that were of public knowledge. In contrast, no one spoke of miscarriages, 

abuse, strained relationships, or any other more private family matters. Whether this 

avoidance of struggles was a result of my line of questioning, enforced by Southern 

Alberta societal norms, the women’s own active choice, or a combination of all these 

factors, is important to acknowledge.  

Alexander Freund wrote of the difficulty of accepting these silences, saying "our 

conflicted attitudes toward silence pose a fundamental ethical problem: in our 

emotionally charged quest for a complete and perfect interview, we are insufficiently 

prepared to accept our interviewees' silences as a form of agency in the interview 

situation."37 Freund recognized the importance of sharing authority with the interview 

participant, however, we must also consider the hazard of creating a rose-coloured 

picture of the past. These women’s lives were not easy, the death of loved ones had 

dramatic implications on their lives. Implications that although difficult for the women 

to articulate in the interviews, remain a major part of who they are. 

Much like the silences in an interview caused by distress, implicit societal 

expectations of women were profoundly influential within the interview participant’s 

stories, but were very rarely discussed openly. Societal expectations of women were 

 

37 Freund, ‘Towards an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record Events and Identity in Oral 

History’, 224. 
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seen implicitly in the way some of the women discussed farm succession. Kaitlyn (VZ3) 

spoke of how she would encourage her young son to consider farming when he was old 

enough. She believed watching the relationship that her husband has with his father as a 

result of them working together was something she would want for her son and husband. 

However, when she was asked if she would encourage a potential daughter to consider 

farming, Kaitlyn (VZ3) responded, “Ummm…. I would enjoy it, but I think for sure 

since I wasn’t a part of the farm, I wouldn’t mind if they would go out and pursue 

another dream if they had one for sure.”38 Kaitlyn (VZ3)’s response indicates that she 

would support her daughter if she chose to enter farming, but she did not see it as a 

realistic or even necessarily a positive option for a daughter.  

Marian (V2) spoke in a similar manner as Kaitlyn (VZ3) when discussing family 

succession of the farm. As mentioned previously, Marian noted how she would love it if 

the farm passed onto her grandchildren’s generation, stating that her son-in-law, who is 

currently working on the farm, “has three little girlies and I just think that would be so 

cool if one of the girls married somebody who wants to farm and we would carry on this 

son-in-law taking over the family farm.”39 Marian (V2)’s assumption that her 

granddaughters would not be the primary farmers, and Kaitlyn (VZ3)’s hinting that a 

potential daughter would not realistically pursue farming speaks to the ingrained 

intergenerational notions of women’s roles on family farms in Southern Alberta.40 

 

38 Kaitlyn Groenenboom, Transcript of interview with author, 5. 

39 Marian Tamminga, Transcript of interview with author, 12. 

40 This intergenerational transmission of worldview will be discussed in the following chapter.  
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Studying women’s roles within the family is perhaps the clearest way to 

understand the conflicting roles women face within rural Southern Alberta. These 

women had to decide how best to use their resources, both money and time, and 

although gender roles within the home adjusted in each generation and family, in all 

twelve stories, the women continued as the primary caretakers and managers of the 

home. These intergeneration consistencies show that these women passed down to their 

children certain assumed gender roles of their wider community. These women balanced 

and continue to balance their roles as mothers and wives with their other roles as 

farmers, community members, and waged employees in their own unique way. 

Outside the Home 

While the above section focused on women’s labour within the home, this 

section will specifically address the gendered labour that women conducted outside the 

home, whether that be in their garden, on the farm, or in the community. This section 

contributes to historiography by showing the tangible connections of the farm and 

family. Although each generation and family varied in what roles were expected of 

women, each generation was dependent upon women’s roles outside the home to sustain 

the farm. Therefore, the farms continuation through the three generations of each family 

has rested on the ever-evolving, but constant, reliance on women’s labour. Because the 

farm and the family are co-dependent, women’s roles on the farm are reaffirmed 

generationally through witnessing older women work, implicit socialization, and in 

some instances, explicit demands. 

The dependence upon the women’s additional farm labour, because of their 

intrinsic connection to the family and farm, will be shown through several examples; 
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these examples will include a discussion on gardening, monetary and societal 

recognition of labour, and off-farm labour choices. This section argues that, similarly to 

women’s roles within the family, their roles outside the home such as off-farm 

employment, volunteer expectations, and physical labour are continually evolving in 

response to different expectations and tensions. 

On average, the oldest generation was the most involved in the daily physical 

labour on their farms. This generation openly acknowledged how important their labour 

was to the survival of their family and the farm. Audrey (K1) continued to work on the 

farm in numerous different roles until she and Albert retired and sold it to their sons. In 

a telephone conversation with the author, Audrey (K1) laughed as she talked about her 

husband, saying “Oh he knew he needed me.”41 The oldest generation all ranked their 

importance as a seven out of ten, or higher, when asked to privately rank their 

importance to the survival of the family farm when surveyed. Likewise, in nearly every 

instance, their family members, ranked the oldest generation the highest. 

The oldest generation also contributed to the family through their labour in the 

garden. The garden served as perhaps the most tangible example of women’s direct 

contributions to the survival of the family. Women’s labour in their gardens provided 

potatoes and vegetables for every meal that they were in season. This freely available 

supply of fresh vegetables allowed the large families to eat balanced diets on a minimal 

budget. However, just as money was thought of differently by the middle generation 

 

41 Audrey Kolk, “Telephone conversation with author,” February 1, 2019. 



78 

 

than the oldest generation, production of home-based food also changed. Ramona (B2) 

laughed as she remembered what a good gardener her mother was, but how she was 

personally too busy working as a nurse to garden: 

We were a little richer in that sense so we bought our groceries and I would 

go to work and did more convenient things as far as cooking goes and stuff 

like that. I figure the farmer’s market vegetables are just as good as the 

garden…. You (Nellie (B1) ) were so so busy in a sense pinching pennies, 

making ends meet. And I was probably busier going to work and doing 

things like that. But yeah, we both raised kids.42 

 

Ramona (B2) valued her work as a nurse more than her ability to grow a garden, so she 

made the decision to buy groceries from the store. Both women valued their labour, 

however, this value was manifested in different forms. They both prided themselves on 

their ability to provide a healthy diet for their families, whether it was through working 

as a nurse and buying groceries, or raising and growing her own food.  

Bettina Bradbury demonstrated the ways in which married women retained a 

sense of autonomy and tangible contributions to the family in nineteenth century 

Montreal through their gardening and raising of livestock. Bradbury argues that these 

women’s actions “ensured for themselves some measure of the importance that 

accompanied the contribution of cash or goods to the family economy.”43 In much the 

same way that Ramona (B2) prided herself on contributing to the family’s income, 

Nellie and many of the oldest generation asserted their own sense of agency and 

autonomy through their reproductive labour.  

 

42 Ramona Bos, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 5. 

43 Bettina Bradbury, ‘Pigs, Cows, and Boarders: Non-Wage Forms of Survival among Montreal Families, 

1861-91’, Labour / Le Travail 14 (1984): 12. 
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Nellie (B1) and Ramona (B2)’s discussion on gardening demonstrates a broader 

societal acceptance of women’s work outside the home within their generations. 

However, just as Ramona (B2) chose to pursue labour outside the home, Elinor (K2) 

chose to work outside the home, while still within the familial context of the farm. 

Before Elinor (K2)’s sister-in-law began to work alongside her, she had managed the 

30,000 chickens at the farm’s home base, as well as several other barns in a different 

location. Kolk Farms meeting minutes written by Audrey (K1) from 1990, state that 

Elinor (K2) and her sister-in-law were overworked.44 The two women were responsible 

for managing the poultry barns on top of their roles as mothers of three and four young 

children respectively. It was decided at this meeting that a hired employee would assist 

them in the poultry barns on a trial basis.  

The decision to hire an employee suggests that Elinor (K2)’s role on the farm 

was recognized as beyond expectations of the traditional women’s roles within a 

farming family. The farm family recognized that Elinor (K2) and her sister-in-law were 

overworked, and this is significant, yet their solution is indicative of the societal 

attitudes of the time. The family chose to hire an employee to work in the barns rather 

than to hire a nanny to relieve some of the in-home tasks of the women. Additionally, no 

 

44 Since the second generation began to work on the Kolk farm in the 1980s, they have held a monthly 

meeting in which farm business is discussed. Originally these meetings were primarily just held with 

Audrey (K1) her husband, and three sons. However, with the addition of the third generation, the meetings 

expanded to include a more formal business style meeting with outside experts advising on issues. 

Minutes from all of these meetings are in the possession of Elinor (K2) and Leighton Kolk and were used 

by permission from Audrey (K1) and Elinor (K2). I asked the three other families for farm meeting 

minutes, but none of the other farms had records of any regular meetings. Audrey Kolk, ‘Kolk Farms 

Monthly Meeting Minutes’, 1990. 
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mention was made of Elinor (K2) or her sister-in-law’s husband doing more 

reproductive labour to allow the women to work in the poultry barns.  

There were multiple ways to address this situation, however, the brief meeting 

minutes show that only one option was considered: an option that would prioritize their 

role as mothers and wives over their role as farmers, whether or not this value was 

explicitly stated. The community in which these women lived would have expected 

mothers to be the primary caregivers of their children, an expectation that had tangible 

consequences in this particular situation. Elinor (K2)’s responsibility on the farm only 

extended as far as her ability to keep up with her domestic tasks, a trend that can be 

witnessed in multiple stories amongst the middle generation.  

Similarly, years later within Kolk Farms’ meeting minutes, reference is made to 

the farm’s decision to pay Elinor (K2)’s nieces for their “hard work.”45 The decision 

was granted approval after their mother presented a letter on behalf of the two young 

girls. Although the young girls were only granted one dollar per hour, the fact that they 

were given a wage shows a stark contrast from their mother’s and grandmother’s 

generations. Audrey (K1) was still serving as the secretary in these meetings, and would 

have only recently herself received a salary from the farm. This example of Elinor 

(K2)’s sister-in-law and nieces advocating for themselves within a meeting that would 

not have been possible in earlier years as women’s free labour inside and outside of the 

home was an unspoken expectation. This action was perhaps not a radical stance against 

 

45 Audrey Kolk, ‘Kolk Farms Monthly Meeting Minutes’, n.d. 
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women’s undervalued work, but it shows women within the agricultural Southern 

Alberta community fighting for the rightful recognition of their contributions. 

In much the same way that Elinor (K2) and her nieces’ labour was recognized, 

Margaret (V1) and her granddaughter Amanda (V3)’s conversation about their labour 

shows that their farm was also willing to give monetary recognition to Margaret (V1) 

when she filled roles that were not traditionally considered women’s roles. Margaret 

(V1) said she loved hoeing beets once she was married. Hoeing beets allowed her to not 

only leave the house, but also to make a little “pocket money.” Confused by how 

Margaret (V1) would get paid, her granddaughter Amanda (V3) said, “you got paid by 

Grandpa for hoeing beets? (laughter)”46 To which Margaret (V1) promptly retorted 

back, clearly embarrassed by her granddaughter’s laughter, by saying, “Yeah. But that 

was the only thing.”47 To Amanda (V3), the thought of her husband paying her to do 

farm work was laughable, but to Margaret (V1) it was her reality. The vast majority of 

Margaret (V1)’s labour was unwaged, however, because farm labourers were often hired 

to hoe beets, her husband saw this labour as deserving of a wage. This situation shows 

the undervaluing of reproductive labour, as traditional farm work deserved a wage, 

whereas traditional house work was seen as the women’s duty because she loved her 

family, and therefore unwaged. So although certain labour afforded Margaret (V1) a 

certain level of autonomy through her ability to spend her own “pocket money,” the 

 

46 Amanda DeBoer, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview with author,” Taber, Alberta, April 18, 2019, 

18. 

47 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of Vandyk family interview,” 18. 
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undervaluing of her usual reproductive labour forced her to depend upon her husband’s 

earnings.  

Margaret (V1) getting paid for hoeing beets, along with Kolk Farms hiring an 

employee to work on the farm, and Ramona (B2) and Nellie (B1)’s discussion on 

gardening, shows that money was thought of differently in each generation. This 

evolving availability of money and assets is a result of the first generation’s immigrant 

status and the relative poverty to which they moved in the 1950s. By the time Ramona 

(B2), and Elinor (K2) began raising their families, they needed to be careful with their 

money, however, it was less of an emergent situation than the first generation. Finally, 

the third generation was born into relative wealth and has had to manage the 

expectations that society places upon them.  

As a member of the oldest generation, Audrey (K1) was not paid a wage on the 

farm, but she remembered how she was in charge of the farm books, a job that is now 

designated to certified accountants. Audrey (K1) described the two incidents which 

made her husband realize that she should have control over the farm’s finances:  

So, I had to write checks, and was starting to figure out what was coming in, 

here a bit, there a bit, and what not. There was a lot to figure out, I tell you. 

So, I would write out the checks and he would check it all out and sign his 

name under it, because I couldn’t sign. So anyway, one time I did it, and 

there must have been ten of them, and I had stamps and everything on them, 

but I had them open, so he knew he had to sign them. But he just looked at 

them, and somehow, he sent them all in the mail without signing, so that was 

kind of commotion, so after that I said, do you think I can sign them now? 

And he said, yeah, okay (laughter). He had to be convinced. And also, we 

were for Christmas dinner at somebody’s place who had invited us, and I 

said yes I have to figure it out and do the books and Albert has to sign, but 
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sometimes he forgets, and it sure gets us into trouble! “What!” This farmer 

says, “Albert, what’s the matter with you? Don’t you trust your own wife?”  

So, somebody had to straighten him out, once in a while (laughter), isn’t that 

funny?48 

 

In this instance, it was not just Audrey (K1), but also other members of her 

community that forced her husband to recognize her ability and give her control of 

the farm resources. Just as Megan (K3) is forced to ‘deal’ with her gender while 

working on the feedlot, Audrey was forced to challenge the traditional gender 

roles within her marriage to accomplish the labour she was expected to complete.  

While all of the previous examples given show women working within their 

context of the family farm to navigate the intersections of labour and gender, Ramona 

(B2) chose to work in a pursuit separate to that of the farm. Ramona (B2) stood out 

among members of the second generation in that she and her husband did not buy their 

parent’s farm, rather, they started their own. This required Ramona (B2) to work full 

time as a nurse, and her husband to work full time as a landscaper, in order to make 

enough money to start the tree nursery. She recalled with pride how she was an integral 

part of the farm stating, “that is where my wages would go, so if I worked more than the 

groceries costed, then that would go to the nursery. So, I was always kind of proud of 

that, that I could say oh I contributed to the start of the nursery.”49 Ramona (B2)’s 

paycheck was essential to starting the tree nursery which requires a significant upfront 

investment, and limited return for several years. 

 

48 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of interview with author,” 11. 

49 Ramona Bos, “Transcript of interview with author,” 10. 
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It is also telling that Ramona (B2)’s paychecks would only go to the farm after 

groceries were bought. This implies that she was in control of the way she spent her 

money, and that there was an established hierarchy of needs that prioritized human care. 

If she chose to spend more on groceries, or other household goods, then the farm would 

not receive as much support that week. Likewise, if Ramona (B2) felt the farm was the 

most important, she could give all the money she earned to it. Her ability to control how 

the money was spent, was clearly a point of pride. Ramona’s situation of contributing 

her off the farm wage to the farm is becoming more and more prevalent in today’s 

economy. Studies have shown that situations like Ramona’s are becoming all the more 

common in which the women are not seen as farmers, yet their income is crucial to the 

success of the farm.50 Ramona (B2)’s situation shows how the interview participant’s 

roles outside the home are often directly or indirectly related to or influenced by the 

family farm. Just as the previous section demonstrated the complicating influences on 

women’s roles within the family and household, this section has shown the intersections 

of labour and gender outside the home.  

Conclusion 

The stories my interview participants described reveal how women’s potential 

roles on and off the farm increased over the three generations to allow for greater 

autonomy. Nevertheless, their reproductive labour has continued as their primary, and at 

 

50 Dawn Trussell and Susan Shaw, “Changing Family Life in the Rural Context: Women’s Perspectives of 

Family Leisure on the Farm,” Leisure Sciences 31, no. 1 (2009): 434–49; Cooper, “Farm Women: Some 

Contemporary Themes”; Norah Keating and Heather Little, “Getting Into It: Farm Roles and Careers of 

New Zealand Women,” Rural Sociology 59, no. 4 (1994): 720–36. 
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times, sole responsibility. This has resulted in women not only managing the household 

and children, but also working outside the home, in off-farm waged labour, and in 

community work.  

In the oldest generation, the heavy requirements of Nellie (B1)’s physical labour 

both on the farm and in the house would have left her with virtually no energy at the end 

of each day. In the middle generation, Elinor (K2) was required to balance an incredible 

amount of physical labour, with the management of her household, and the expansion 

and specialization of the farm. In the youngest generation, although her physical labour 

is not required on the farm right now, Amanda (V3)’s future role on the farm will be 

substantial. The bookkeeping of any farm becomes more complex with every expansion. 

Amanda (V3)’s role as a mother demands much of her, and increases with every farm 

expansion, volunteer opportunity, and new societal expectation. Amanda (V3) is not 

needed for hilling potatoes, and Nellie (B1) was not expected to coach soccer, yet all 

three generations contributed to the success of the farm through their labour. 

This chapter has shown that women’s farm work was not always the most 

important work in their lives. Other factors influenced priorities within each individual’s 

personal situation. Audrey (K1) is now eighty-one years old, and widowed. Audrey (K1) 

is the mother of six kids (and their six spouses), twenty-six grandchildren (and their 

twenty-one spouses), and nearly fifty great grandchildren. She lives in Picture Butte 

where she spends most of her summer tending her large garden and visiting with many 

of her family members. She is actively involved in helping at programs at the local long-

term care center, a book club, teaching English to Spanish neighbours, and church 

ministry. Although at one time Audrey (K1)’s labour on the farm was a foundational 
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part of her identity, it is now just one part of the larger experience of her life.  

Nevertheless, Audrey (K1) is still informed on what is happening on the various parts of 

Kolk Farms and enjoys going on farm tours with her sons during the summer months, 

demonstrating once again that the twelve women, regardless of generation, are never 

able to fully remove themselves from the work of the farm. 

Audrey (K1) has had innumerable labour roles: older sibling, babysitter, farm 

help, nanny, maid, nurse, gardener, farmer, wife, mother, grandmother, great-

grandmother, Bible Story Time teacher, Calvinettes teacher, and so much more. She 

cannot be reduced to the label of ‘farm woman.’ To call any of these individuals ‘farm 

women’ over-simplifies who they are, and what roles they hold. It is for this reason that 

this chapter, and the whole thesis, shows the many and often conflicting roles of farm 

women. This chapter’s main contribution to historiography is showing women 

navigating the complexities and intersections of their labour on family farms, while also 

demonstrating the integral part that each woman played through their own unique way 

in the life of their family, farm, and community. The following chapter will consider an 

additional identity, the influence that women’s lived-religion has on their labour and 

their perceptions of their labour.  
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Chapter Three “To be a Christian woman is to be a feminist”: Lived 

Religion, Labour, Feminisms and Selfhood 

Introduction 

Ramona (B2) believed the most important thing for her children to remember 

was to, “work hard. Trust God. [and] Don’t take anything for granted.”1 Ramona (B2)’s 

simple, yet confident language summarizes a large part of the four families’ Dutch 

Reformed worldview. This worldview was cultivated in these women from a very young 

age, and whether they accepted it, or distanced themselves from it, it had a tangible 

impact on their lives. This worldview influenced the kinds of labour that they 

performed, their perceptions of their labour, and their identity. This chapter will use the 

study of lived religion and a discussion on feminism, to demonstrate women’s assertions 

of selfhood.  

Studying lived religion is essential to understanding the impact faith has on one’s 

life, but also the impact everyday life has on one’s faith. Robert Orsi, an expert on the 

study of lived religion, describes it as an “ongoing, dynamic relationship with the 

realities of everyday life."2 This “ongoing, dynamic relationship” can be witnessed in a 

multitude of ways from the oldest generation to the youngest of the subjects of this 

project. The twelve women’s religion was influenced by their gender and labour, while 

their gendered labour roles were also influenced by their religion. The intersections of 

 

1 Ramona Bos, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview with author,” Readymade, Alberta, April 23, 

2019, 9.  

2 Robert Orsi, ‘Everyday Miracles: The Study of Lived Religion’, in Lived Religion in America: Toward a 

History of Practice, by David Hall (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), 7. 
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religion, gender, and labour complicate these twelve individuals’ roles on the farm, in 

the family, and in society.  

Marks published the first major study on women’s lived religion in 1996, in 

which she studied the intersections of religion and leisure and argued that understanding 

the two in relation to each other complicates the narrative of small town life. Marks 

summarized the importance of recognizing the impact that religion plays on women’s 

lives: 

Historians of working class women's consciousness need to recognize that 

not only were these women's lives defined in relation to work, home, leisure, 

and sexuality, but that religious ideas and practices were central to many of 

them. A recognition of this fact can deepen our understanding of other facets 

of working class women's lives and of the interconnections among them.3 

 

Marks implores her readers to consider religion in labour and working class histories, 

and her research sparked interest in lived religion as a field of inquiry, yet the Canadian 

historiography of lived religion to date remains underdeveloped.  

Jacqueline DeVries recognized the power of understanding women’s lived 

religion when she spoke of the movement amongst feminist scholars to appreciate the 

importance of faith within women’s lives, stating, “after decades of both benign and 

hostile neglect, feminist historians have rediscovered Christianity as an important site in 

the historical construction of gender.”4 This research expands upon DeVries work by 

 

3 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure, and Identity in Late-Nineteenth-Century Small-

Town Ontario, 217. 

4 Jacqueline DeVries, ‘Rediscovering Christianity After the Postmodern Turn’, Feminist Studies 31, no. 1 

(2005): 135. 
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navigating the “historical construction of gender” through the lens of the Dutch 

Reformed worldview.  

Morgan’s recently released Ordinary Saints, demonstrates the value of taking 

seriously the impact of faith on labour. 5 Morgan skillfully demonstrates that women did 

not have to be radical in order to push boundaries and demand respect within their 

labour roles.6 She showed how the women of Conception Bay, Newfoundland, used 

their own spheres of influence within their community and church to assert control and 

equality. Morgan described in her dissertation the forms of activism she would be 

considering, saying, “this study considers ‘lived’ feminism: a commitment to women's 

rights and equality expressed in ordinary lives rather than in formal political declaration 

or organized activism.”7 Feminism and faith, according to Morgan—and confirmed by 

the subjects in my study—must be studied in accompaniment with each other.  

Just as Conception Bay women used their sewing circles and bake sales to defy 

existing powers in subtle yet recognizable ways, the twelve women interviewed for my 

project demonstrated their own forms of agency through financial decision making, farm 

labour, and child rearing. This chapter will use Morgan’s Ordinary Saints as a model to 

study women’s labour in its relationship to religion. Morgan concluded that the “ties 

between labour and faithfulness were profound: work not only expressed belief, but 

 

5 Morgan, Ordinary Saints: Women, Work, and Faith in Newfoundland. 

6 Morgan. 

7 Laura Bonnie Colleen Morgan, ‘Conceiving Christianity: Anglican Women and Lived Religion in Mid-

20th Century Conception Bay, Newfoundland’ (Fredericton, NB, University of New Brunswick, 2014), 

22. 
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shaped belief."8 Morgan showed how the religious practices of the Anglican women of 

Conception Bay Newfoundland were “informed” by their labour, just as I will show that 

the labour the interview participants conducted was informed by their religiously based 

worldview.9  

The previous chapters have provided context for the agricultural environment in 

which these women lived and worked, and the labour that was expected of them, or that 

they demanded of themselves. This final chapter will consider the importance of the 

women’s Dutch Reformed worldview alongside their multiple and often conflicting 

labour roles and identities to understand their reactions to the label of ‘feminist’ and 

their affirmations of selfhood.  

I will first describe the Dutch Reformed community in Southern Alberta in order 

to demonstrate the broad influence it has over these women’s lives. Secondly, I will 

explore the four families’ responses to feminism as a way to ground the place of religion 

not just on women’s labour, but also on their gendered identities. Broadly speaking this 

chapter is significant because it shows how women perceived their identities as 

Christian farm women, negotiating to either rely upon or resist their Dutch Reformed 

worldview; this balancing act speaks to a long history of women’s struggles to make 

sense of their commitment to their religious worldview while also recognizing their need 

for individual autonomy. 

Dutch Reformed in Southern Alberta 

 

8 Morgan, Ordinary Saints: Women, Work, and Faith in Newfoundland, 249. 

9 Morgan, xvii. 
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All twelve individuals interviewed are or were members of various Dutch 

Reformed Churches in Southern Alberta. The Kolk and VanZeggelaar families attend 

the same Christian Reformed Church (CRC) in Iron Springs, the VanDyk family 

originally attended a Canadian Reformed Church, Nellie attends the Netherlands 

Reformed Church (NRC), and Heather and Ramona attend a United Reformed Church 

(URC). All four of these denominations were born out of the Dutch Calvinist Reformed 

tradition, yet vary slightly on religious convictions, way of living, and style of worship.  

In order to understand the Dutch Reformed community of Southern Alberta, an 

understanding of Netherlands society and politics in the pre-immigration period is 

necessary. Post WWII Netherlands society was divided vertically along religious lines, 

rather than horizontal class lines, a system of societal organization known as 

pillarization.10 The pillar system was introduced by Calvinist theologian, prime minister, 

and journalist, Abraham Kuyper, and it divided the Calvinists, Catholics, and Agnostics 

in most social institutions.11 This pillarization was established by Kuyper to protect the 

Dutch Reformed denomination from what he viewed as the secular ‘other.’12 Within the 

Dutch Reformed pillar of this vertically divided society, Kuyper imagined an 

institutionally complete system in which a child would have Dutch Reformed instruction 

 

10 van Dijk, ‘The Role of Religion in the Postwar Settlement Patterns of Dutch Canadians’, 57. 

11 Mineke Bosch, “Domesticity, Pillarization and Gender: Historical Explanations for the Divergent 

Pattern of Dutch Women’s Economic Citizenship,” BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review 125, no. 2 

(2010): 289. 

12 Stuart Macdonald, ‘Presbyterian and Reformed Christians and Ethnicity’, in Christianity and Ethnicity 

in Canada, by Paul Bramadat and David Seljak (Toronto, Ont.: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 189. 
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and influence from infancy to adulthood. Once an adult, the individual would continue 

to work and live primarily within the shelter of their Dutch Reformed community.  

James Bratt’s Dutch Calvinism in Modern America explains Kuyper’s vision of 

the ideal Dutch Reformed Calvinist society, in which followers would integrate their 

faith into every aspect of their lives: 

Nor was Calvinism limited to things religious; it enveloped politics, 

economics, science, and art-in Kuyper's favourite phrase, 'every sphere of 

life.' 'Calvinism did not stop at a church order, but expanded in a life-

system... created a life and world-view…. Quite simply, the Reformed 

needed to purge themselves of their 'piestic dualisms,' their separation of 

Sunday from the workweek, of the spiritual from the physical-in theological 

terms, of nature from grace. Were they to be Calvinists again, they could no 

longer dismiss certain fields (scholarship, art, and politics) as 'worldly'; they 

had instead to recognize these and all occupations as Christian callings, and 

more generally they had to make engagement rather than withdrawal their 

paradigm of the Christian life.13 

 

Kuyper was committed to a Calvinism that played a role in every part of one’s 

life, as long as it remained within the Dutch Reformed community (pillar). 

Kuyper’s revitalization of Calvinism reinforced it as a religious worldview, a 

worldview that endures in Southern Alberta today as a result of migration.   

Historian David Naugle traced the beginning of the idea of a religious worldview 

to John Calvin and his followers, describing Calvinism as “a total life system” that 

eventually turned into the institutionally complete Dutch Reformed worldview.14  John 

Valk echoed Naugle’s recognition of the importance of the term worldview, saying it 

 

13 James Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A History of a Conservative Subculture (Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1984), 16. 

14 David Naugle, Worldview: The History of a Concept (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2002), 19. 
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should be used instead of “religion” to give proper credit to the importance of 

individual’s or group’s personal beliefs in all aspects of their lives.15 Valk summarized 

the power of one’s worldview in personal, and communal decision making:  

Worldviews guide, determine and shape public policy. They also guide, 

determine and shape what is considered meaningful, what is worth doing, 

and which causes may require sacrifice. One’s worldview determines 

what one considers to be the great injustices of this world, and what one 

considers to be morally right and wrong. Worldviews can exercise 

conservative influence and progress. They also stimulate individuals and 

groups to become agents of social change, healing and redemption.16 

 

Worldviews are comprehensive, and impact every part of one’s life, therefore, 

worldview will be used throughout this chapter when broadly discussing the Dutch 

Reformed religion in order to show the wide-sweeping impact of their beliefs beyond 

simple religious devotion.  

Kuyper’s pillar system was designed to shelter the Dutch Reformed from their 

Catholic or secular neighbours, yet it extended into a pillarization of the various 

Reformed churches. The Reformed church’s divisiveness within Southern Alberta, in 

part, stemmed from a long-lasting debate within the CRC over allowing women in 

ecclesiastical office. Although the four families interviewed are not all members of the 

CRC, they would have been aware of the debates that took place from the 1970s until 

present day. This seemingly never-ending dispute led more than ten percent of members 

to leave the denomination, many of whom joined or created new Dutch Reformed 

churches. Those who opposed women in office argued that this discussion was a sign of 

 

15 John Valk, ‘Religion or Worldview: Enhancing Dialogue in the Public Square’, Marburg Journal of 

Religion 14, no. 1 (May 2009): 1–16. 

16 Valk, 6. 
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the church’s rejection of its Reformed tradition. On the other hand, proponents of 

women in office viewed the thirty years that it took to allow women in office as 

painfully slow, and a symbol of the church and its members’ unwillingness to allow 

women equal opportunities. This debate became hostile not just at the international 

Synod level, but also in regional Classes and within individual churches.17 

The CRC Synod published its first report on the issue of women in office in 

1968, rejecting the idea of allowing women in office. Five years later, in 1973 another 

committee reported that although the committee could find no biblical basis to deny 

women the right to leadership within the church, they believed church members were 

not ready for such action.18 Synod would either hear reports from a committee, or make 

a major decision on the issue fifteen more times, in 1973, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1981, 1984, 

1985, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, and 2000.19 By comparison, in 1925 

when the United Church of Canada ratified its union as Canada’s largest church, four 

women were members of the elite council, and in 1976, the Anglican Church of Canada 

ordained its first female priest.20  

 

17 The Christian Reformed Church of North America is governed by the international Synod and regional 

Classes. Classes within the CRC are made up of groups of churches in a region, there are eleven classis 

within Canada. Synod consists of representatives from every classes across North America and meets 

yearly. For more information see: ‘Synod’, Christian Reformed Church, 12 July 2012, 

https://www.crcna.org/welcome/christian-reformed-church-governance/synod. 

18 James C. Schaap, Our Family Album: The Unfinished Story of the Christian Reformed Church (Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: CRC Publications, 1998), 367. 

19 ‘Women in Ecclesiastical Office’, Christian Reformed Church of North America, 2019, 

https://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/position-statements/women-ecclesiastical-office. 

20C.T. McIntire, ‘Unity among Many: The Formation of The United Church of Canada, 1899-1930’, in 

The United Church of Canada: A History, by Don Schweitzer (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University 

Press, 2012), 3–38; ‘Ordination of Women in the Anglican Church of Canada (Deacons, Priests and 

Bishops)’, The Anglican Church of Canada, n.d., http://www.anglican.ca/ask/faq/ordination-of-women/. 
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Mark Chaves studied the history of Ordaining Women within the American 

context, and explained that the CRC decided not to allow women in office in 1994 

because they viewed it as “part of a movement for 'radical individualism,'” and 

therefore, counter to God’s design of the family.21 This threat of “radical individualism” 

was a theme in every family’s discussion on feminism outlined by my interview 

participants. Nevertheless, despite fears of individualism, in 1995 Synod allowed 

women to serve in all forms of office, including deacon, elder, and pastor. In 2000, the 

1995 decision was ratified, and women have since officially served in all offices in the 

CRC. Nevertheless, the decision to allow women in office was granted only at the 

Synod level, and each regional classis and individual churches were allowed to make 

their own decision on the issue. It was not until 2014 that the Iron Springs CRC, of 

which the VanZeggelaar and Kolk families attend, that the first woman served in office. 

All other Dutch Reformed denominations mentioned by the interview participants 

currently do not allow women in office. 

The debate over women in office had a reverberating effect across Southern 

Alberta Reformed church politics. The Dutch proverb “one Dutchman, a theologian; 

two, a church; and three, a schism,” accurately summarizes post WWII Southern Alberta 

Dutch Reformed church politics.22 The first CRC in Canada was established in Southern 

 

21 Mark Chaves, Ordaining Women: Culture and Conflict in Religious Organizations (London: Harvard 

University Press, 1997), 176. 

22 Suzanne M. Sinke, Dutch Immigrant Women in the United States, 1880-1920 (University of Illinois 

Press, 2002), 197; Lawrence Taylor, ‘The Honest War: Communal Religious Life in a Dutch-American 

Protestant Community’, in The Ethnic Enigma: The Salience of Ethnicity for European-Origin Groups, by 

Peter Kivisto (London: Associated University Press, 1989), 53. 
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Alberta near Monarch in 1905.23 However, most CRCs in Canada arose out of the post-

Second World War Dutch immigration. As was told in the previous chapters, Dutch 

Reformed immigrants who migrated to Canada were placed with the help of a 

“fieldman” who would find them a sponsor within one of their denominational enclaves. 

This placement of likeminded people created the large Dutch Reformed community 

within Southern Alberta.24  

Many congregants split with the CRC in the early 1990s to form the United 

Reformed Church (URC), after the debates over allowing women in ecclesiastical 

office.25 The URC in Lethbridge, Trinity URC, was one of the founding churches of the 

URC denomination, and has remained a dominant congregation within the 

denomination. Nevertheless, the CRC remains the largest Dutch Reformed 

denomination in Canada, and only second in size within the broader context of 

Reformed churches, to the Presbyterian church.26 

The Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC) formed in the Netherlands after a split 

from the Gereformeerde (reformed) church.27 Although a smaller denomination, the 

NRC has a church in Lethbridge, Nobleford, and Monarch, making Southern Alberta its 

largest denominational area in Canada. The first Canadian Reformed Church in Canada 

 

23 Donald W. Sinnema, Pioneer Church Life: The Beginnings of the First Christian Reformed Church in 

Canada, 1903-1911 (Nobleford, AB: Rocky Coulee Press, 2005), 1. 

24 Based on active churches that I could find through Internet searches, there are 9 Christian Reformed 

Churches, 4 Netherlands Reformed Churches, 2 Canadian Reformed churches, 1 United Reformed 

Church, 1 Free Reformed Church of North America, and 1 Reformed Church in America across Southern 

Alberta, in an area with a population less than 300,000.  

25 K Ishwaran, Family, Kinship, and Community (Toronto, ON: McGraw-Hill Ryerson Limited, 1977), 23. 

26 Macdonald, ‘Presbyterian and Reformed Christians and Ethnicity’, 174. 

27 ‘Our History’, Netherlands Reformed Congregations of Canada and the United States, 2017, 

http://www.netherlandsreformed.org/history.html. 
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opened in Lethbridge in 1950.28 The Canadian Reformed Church had intended to join 

with the CRC, but due to historical divisions in the Netherlands, this was deemed 

impossible. In 1974, the Free Reformed Churches of North America (FRC) were 

established as another break away from the CRC. The FRC established one of its only 

Canadian churches in Monarch.29 Southern Alberta is spotted with different Dutch 

Reformed churches across its many small towns. This unique conglomeration of Dutch 

Reformed churches has helped to establish a dominant Dutch Reformed worldview 

throughout the Southern Alberta. 

Amongst the twelve interview participants, only one of the twelve women 

interviewed currently does not attend a Dutch Reformed church, showing a remarkable 

consistency across three generations and four families.30 This consistency may be, in 

part, a result of the many Dutch Reformed schooling options in Southern Alberta, as 

several schools were created by various Dutch Reformed denominations following 

immigration. For example, Immanuel Christian School was the first Dutch Reformed 

school built in Southern Alberta. This school opened in 1962, with most CRC members 

in Southern Alberta sending their children to it since its conception.31 During the 1980s, 

the school expanded to include another campus in Taber, where Amanda (V3) now 

 

28 ‘Our History’, Canadian and American Reformed Churches, 2019, https://canrc.org/history. 

29 ‘Our History’, Free Reformed Churches of North America, n.d., http://frcna.org/about-us/our-history. 

30 Church membership in the CRC peaked in the 1980s, but has slowly reduced since that time. The 

debate over women in office is often blamed for this decline. For more information on the numbers of 

baptized members of the Reformed churches see Brian Clarke and Stuart Macdonald, Leaving 

Christianity: Changing Allegiances in Canada since 1945 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 

2017), 107. 

31 Lisa Schalk, ‘Re-Creating Identities: Postwar Dutch Reformed Immigrants in Southern Alberta’ 

(Lethbridge, AB, University of Lethbridge, 2016), 113. 
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sends her daughters. All four families sent their children, who are third generation 

interview participants to Immanuel Christian; however, many other schools were also 

created by various Dutch Reformed churches in Southern Alberta.  

In 1974, The Canadian Reformed Church opened their own school in Coaldale.32 

Later Calvin Christian School was opened by the Netherlands Reformed Church, and, 

most recently, Providence Christian school was opened in Monarch as another option 

for Dutch Reformed private education. This heavy proportion of Dutch Reformed 

schools in an area with a relatively small population shows the significant influence of 

the Dutch Reformed worldview on the children of Southern Alberta.33 

As can be witnessed by the many school options, the Dutch Reformed 

worldview was not relegated to their Sunday church attendance, rather, it influenced 

every aspect of their lives, including how they responded to difficult situations. Each 

woman responded differently when faced with adversary, even if they were informed by 

the same basic tenets of faith. These women’s worldview was guided by their everyday 

lived experiences, and these experiences nuanced their own understanding of their 

position within the home, family, farm, and community.  

All four families experienced times of uncertainty both in their families, and on 

the farm, and they described how their dependence on God saw them through those 

particularly difficult times. This willingness to trust a higher power at such times 

 

32 Schalk, 113. 

33 This increase of Dutch Reformed schooling happened across Canada after the post WWII Dutch 

immigration wave. Stuart MacDonald shows how in 1945 there were only three Dutch Reformed schools 

in Canada, however, by 1985 there were 114 schools. For more information see: Macdonald, 

‘Presbyterian and Reformed Christians and Ethnicity’, 189.   
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demonstrates one of the most tangible examples of these women’s lived religion. Nellie 

(B1) described an early memory of witnessing her mother’s willingness to trust. When 

her mother found out she was pregnant with any of her nine children, Nellie (B1) 

explained that, “she started putting pennies in a little pot and we always got there. But 

she always trusted in the Lord for everything. That is a strong feeling I always had.”34 

Nellie (B1) admired her mother for her faith and believed that this trust was the most 

important thing she could pass down to her children, grandchildren, and great-

grandchildren.  

 Marian (V2) spoke often about when things in her life did not go as planned, or 

when things worked out far better than she could have hoped, that “we plan and God 

directs.”35 Marian (V2) recalled how she handled the frustration of the hail that 

destroyed their crops, the failed potato crop in 2000, or most recently, the downgraded 

price and quality of canola after it laid in the field for five weeks before it became dry 

enough to harvest: 

 Things like that you are not in control of, you can’t do anything about the 

weather, and I guess you have two options. You can let it frustrate you, but 

really you can’t change it even by being frustrated, or you can surrender it, 

and I chose to surrender it. And I say God you have got this, and I remind 

myself that you have always provided for us.36 

 

Marian (V2) depended on her faith to see her through the times of frustration on 

the farm. Despite her family’s hard work, there were times when things would 

happen at the farm that were unavoidable and threatened to cripple them. 

 

34 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview with author,”  3. 

35 Marian Tamminga, “Transcript of interview with author,” Barnwell, Alberta, December 31, 2018, 5. 

36 Marian Tamminga, “Transcript of interview with author,” 9. 
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However, in those moments, Marian (V2) committed to trusting that God was in 

control. 

Like Marian (V2) and Nellie (B1), Audrey (K1) spoke often about her 

dependence on God during trying times in her life. She compared the value of her Dutch 

Reformed faith to that of other immigrants in the area, when she spoke of what she 

perceived to be the high suicide rate of farmers in Southern Alberta in the 1960s:37 

When you are young, you think well there is no end to life right? I 

was pregnant with the fifth one and I got German Measles, and then I 

got Rheumatic fever and I was in the hospital for 6 weeks and that 

opened my eyes. There was more to life than just work, work, work. 

Sometimes you have to have a knock to open your eyes. You can get 

so involved when things are busy, and there was a lot of people 

around you, especially a lot of the Polish people, and the 

Yugoslavian people, all they did was work, work, work, they forgot 

about their community and they forgot about their relationship with 

God. And a lot of them, there was a really high suicide rate, because 

tough times would come and they could not handle it. If I think of all 

the ones that committed suicide within ten miles radius of where we 

lived, yeah. That was all in the 60s I think. Because they were tough 

times and they couldn’t handle it.38  

 

37 While I could find no evidence of especially high suicide rates during the 1960s in Southern Alberta, 

the literature on suicides within rural areas speaks to a long history of mental health struggles within 

agricultural communities. Several resources spoke of the increase of suicides during the farm crisis of the 

1980s, or other economically difficult periods, this would validate Audrey’s statement that the 1960s in 

her community saw high rates of suicide, because of the relative poverty that most of the new immigrants 

experienced. For more information on suicide rates amongst farmers see: ‘1 In 10 Among Prairie Farmers 

Considers Suicide, Study Shows’, Toronto Star; Toronto, Ont., 14 May 1986, sec. NEWS; ‘Canadian 

Farmers Open Up About Mental Health: “They’re Not the Only Ones”’, Global News, 

https://globalnews.ca/news/3999137/farmer-mental-health-suicide-depression-farm-tech-conference/; Pat 

Finnigan, ‘Mental Health: A Priority for Our Farmers - Reporting of the Standing Committee on 

Agriculture and Agri-Food’ (House of Commons, May 2019); ‘Why Farmer Suicide Rates Are the 

Highest of Any Occupation’, HuffPost Canada, 21 July 2014, https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/terezia-

farkas/farmer-suicide_b_5606839.html; Carrie Tait and Jessica Leeder, ‘With High Stress, Anxiety and 

Depression, 40 per Cent of Canadian Farmers Uneasy About Seeking Help’, 21 May 2019, 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/alberta/article-with-high-stress-anxiety-and-depression-40-per-

cent-of-canadian/. 

38 Audrey Kolk, “Transcript of Kolk family interview with author,” Iron Springs, Alberta, April 22, 2019, 

20.  
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Audrey (K1) believed her faith and the worldview of many in her Dutch Reformed 

community was what allowed her family the ability to weather the difficult years on 

their farms.39 Moreover, the harsh realities of farm life made an emphasis on faith more 

pronounced.  

The majority of Polish and Yugoslavian immigrants to Canada were Catholic or 

Orthodox, which set them apart from their Protestant neighbors in Southern Alberta.40 

Therefore, as a Dutch Reformed immigrant, Audrey (K1) never interacted with the 

Catholic Polish and Yugoslavians. Audrey’s manner of speaking about her neighbours 

shows how separate her Dutch Reformed community and the other immigrant enclaves 

were at the time. Audrey was able to distinguish the different ethnic groups from the 

areas they immigrated from, which most of the time related directly to which church 

they did or did not attend. By stating that the Yugoslavians and Polish had a high suicide 

rate because of their lack of faith, Audrey (K1) attributed her family’s lack of suicides to 

not just their Christian religion, but more specifically, their Dutch Reformed worldview.  

In addition to the strong Dutch Reformed worldview of many of the region’s 

inhabitants, Southern Alberta has a long history of conservative politics, both 

provincially and federally, and the effects of this are seen in how these women 

 

39 Canada’s highest suicide rate from 1950 to 2006 was in 1983 at 15.1 people per 100,000. Significantly, 

this year marked the height of the farming crisis. In comparison, the 1960s, in which Audrey discusses the 

high suicide rate in Alberta, had a much lower suicide rate. However, it is worth noting that these statistics 

would be skewed by the cultural stigma associated with suicide, as many of the farm families Audrey 

discussed would not have admitted to a death by suicide. ‘Canadian Vital Statistics Death Database’ 

(Statistics Canada, 2015), https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-624-x/2012001/article/desc/11696-01-

desc-eng.htm. 

40 ‘The Polish Experience in Alberta’, in Peoples of Alberta: Portraits of Cultural Diversity, ed. Howard 

Palmer and Tamara Palmer (Saskatoon, SK: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1985), 274. 
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perceived ‘liberal’ movements for social justice. According to many scholars, the long 

rule of Ralph Klein as premier from 1992 to 2006, and the even longer legacy of the 

Progressive Conservatives from 1971 to 2015, limited women’s advancement within 

society, while also perpetuating a cultural acceptance of patriarchy.41 Nevertheless, 

perspectives on the role of women within the family, society, and church have and 

continue to change within the Dutch Reformed churches of Southern Alberta.  

The women interviewed for this project, and particularly the oldest generation, 

lived through immense change regarding women’s roles within the church. When the 

oldest generation of CRC women first came of age, they were not allowed to vote in 

congregational matters. However, by the time their granddaughters came of age, they 

could theoretically serve as pastors. This change over three generations, coupled with 

the powerful institutional completeness of the Southern Alberta Dutch Reformed 

worldview serves to contextualize some of the families’ responses to feminism. 

Family Responses to the Label of Feminist 

All three generations described their overlapping and often overwhelming 

devotion to their families, farms, and faith while simultaneously negotiating their 

concerns for gender rights within their personal contexts. During the first round of 

interviews, I noticed that the women often told stories about the ways in which they 

challenged gendered expectations within their community without ever fully stating 

 

41 This forty-four year rule is Canada’s longest ever reigning government. Jason Markusoff, ‘Blue Giant: 

Alberta PCs Now Longest-Serving Government in Canadian History’, Calgary Herald, 1 December 2014, 

https://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/blue-giant-alberta-pcs-now-longest-serving-government-in-

canadian-history. For more information on Alberta’s conservative governments see: Trevor Harrison, The 

Return of the Trojan Horse: Alberta and the New World (Dis)Order (Montréal: Black Rose Books, 2005). 
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their motivations. So in wondering if this was a form of feminism, near the end of the 

family interviews, I directly asked the interview participants what they thought about 

feminism. Their answers were highly animated and elicited more debate than any other 

question during the interview process. 

Their answers, when questioned about whether they were feminists, fell along a 

continuum of moderately “yes” to strongly “no.” The editors of Beyond Women’s Words 

warn against focusing on a definition of feminism, because it can obscure more 

important stories: “instead of concerning ourselves with a definition of feminist oral 

history, we might allow the goals of the field to story and re-story the past, challenge 

inequalities, and teach and empower through telling stories.”42  The stories are also my 

main goal, and as an oral historian, I am particularly committed to the stories. At the 

same time, because many of the women interviewed rejected the label of feminist, I give 

space for the complex ways they sought to articulate their identities. And so, this 

analysis will consider both feminism and individual autonomy, while prioritizing 

women’s voices in this discussion 

Through the telling of their stories, the women of this project complicate the 

very images of farm wives as helpmates, or even submission to a family patriarch. On 

the one hand, they represent their roles as solely supporting the family, but on the other 

hand they describe how they actively shaped their families, farms and churches. These 

twelve women conformed to some patriarchal assumptions while simultaneously 

 

42 Katrina Srigley, Stacey Zembrzycki, and Franca Iacovetta, eds., Beyond Women’s Words (New York, 

NY: Routledge, 2018), 13. 
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carving out their own value as individual women. Even in a small community, with 

overlap in religion, occupation and cultural expectations, the twelve women still show 

diversity in their experiences and articulations of their identities. Variety that cannot be 

fully encapsulated in the word feminism. Ultimately, it is not finite definitions that 

matter, what matters are these women’s stories.  

Therefore, this section builds off the context of the Southern Alberta Dutch 

Reformed community to argue that despite the women’s reservations to identify as 

‘feminist’, they valued asserting their selfhood even when it challenged the worldview 

of their upbringing in the Dutch Reformed community. Audrey told of how when she 

was hospitalized for six weeks with the pregnancy of her fifth child, that she had her 

eyes opened and realized that there was more to life than just work. This event changed 

her understanding of life, and thus her selfhood was altered by a tangible lived 

experience.  An experience that merged her ideas of both productive and reproductive 

labour in ways that shifted how she viewed her purpose. As an individual gains lived 

experiences, their sense of self naturally alters in response to the new situations. Nancy 

Abelmann synthesized this ever-evolving process of selfhood development saying, 

“selfhood is everywhere constantly and variously emergent…selfhood is always in 

flux.”43 Selfhood and worldview are intimately tied together, as selfhood informs the 

worldview that an individual develops. Therefore, as selfhood evolves, so too does 

worldview. 

 

43 Nancy Abelmann, ‘Narrating Selfhood and Personality in South Korea: Women and Social Mobility’, 

American Ethnologist 24, no. 4 (1997): 790. 
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For these women, their desire for individual selfhood and Dutch Reformed 

worldview remained interconnected and shaped the kinds of stories they discussed. 

Funké Aladejebi describes a similar experience occurring with black Canadian school 

teachers who climbed the educational ranks to become school administrators in the 

twentieth century. These teaches were often “ostracized” from their communities, 

because they were seen to be pursuing individual goals instead of broader group goals.44 

These teachers’ assertion of their selfhood as they became administrators, inadvertently 

distanced them in small ways from their previous group of colleagues. This dichotomy 

between selfhood and a collective worldview can also be witnessed in the twelve 

interview participants of my thesis. These women demonstrated individual acts of 

agency, which often unavoidably resulted in the women challenging, whether 

consciously or subconsciously, their worldview, and those of their community. This 

section strives to show the tangible impact that the Dutch Reformed worldview had on 

these women’s perceptions of selfhood and feminism, and moreover, the impact that 

selfhood had on the construction of women’s personal worldviews. 

Because the debates and conversations about feminism were so mixed amongst 

the multiple generations, it is impossible to say from which generation the prevailing 

attitudes reigned. Therefore, the discussions on feminism will be analysed through a 

familial lens, rather than along generational lines. The remarkable consistency within 

 

44 Aladejebi, ‘“Girl You Better Apply to Teachers” College’: The History of Black Women Educators in 

Ontario, 1940s-1980s’, 162. 
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the three generations of each family speaks to the powerful influence of the Dutch 

Reformed worldview on these four families perspectives of gender rights.  

Throughout these discussions it seemed as though many of the women 

understood feminism as forcing women into men’s traditional roles, whereas feminist 

historian Estelle Freedman notes, “the concept of equal worth values traditional female 

tasks, such as childbearing and child care, as highly as other kinds of work historically 

performed by men.”45 Freedman continues that acknowledging this, “allows us to 

recognize that women's different experiences can transform, and not simply integrate.”46 

Feminism, as it was defined by many of the interview participants, strove to eliminate 

all differences between genders. These definitions were often based on an 

oversimplification of the feminist movement, and individual lived experiences.  

Unsurprisingly, the four families’ discussions on feminism centered on their 

religious beliefs, and the impact that feminism could have on the traditional family unit. 

Although all twelve women were of the same general religious backgrounds, they all 

articulated their own definitions of feminism and how it did (or more frequently, did 

not) fit with their religious beliefs. As stated earlier, these women show a whole 

spectrum of perspectives regarding feminism and women’s autonomy, therefore I will 

not try to fit them all neatly into one framework. As can be seen in the women’s 

different definitions, feminism does not have a finite definition, much like lived religion, 

it is ever evolving and adapting to the social context of the time. Therefore, these 

 

45 Estelle Freedman, ‘Chapter 4: The Historical Case for Feminism’, in Gender and Women’s Studies: 

Critical Terrain, ed. Margaret Hobbs and Carla Rice, 2nd ed. (Toronto, Ont.: Women’s Press, 2018), 49. 

46 Freedman, 49. 
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women’s own definitions of feminism are important for understanding how they 

perceive notions of autonomy and selfhood through their Dutch Reformed worldview.   

Bertha (VZ1) discussed how she believed as a Christian woman that her husband 

was the head of the household.47 Both she and her daughter-in-law Dorothy (VZ2) 

acknowledged that although they would have conversations about big decisions with 

their husbands, ultimately, the decision was his to make.48 Bertha (VZ1) mentioned 

several times that she would not like to be associated with feminists because she saw 

them as, “pushy, pushy and want their way. Make sure they are heard,” adding that she 

would never be seen “parading in the street” like the feminists she heard about in the 

news.49 Bertha (VZ1), Nellie (B1), and Margaret (V1), all members of the oldest 

generation, seemed to only recognize the more radical elements of second wave 

feminism, perhaps a result of their generational context.  

Dorothy (VZ2), mentioned how she considered herself quite traditional, saying, 

“I don’t constitute myself as a feminist. Like women’s rights and stuff I am not for,” 

before her daughter, Kaitlyn (VZ3), quickly corrected her stating, “you are for women’s 

rights, but you just are not for people parading it around.”50 Dorothy (VZ2) agreed with 

Kaitlyn (VZ3)’s correction, however, it is easy to see the deeply imbedded Dutch 

 

47 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview with author,” Iron Springs, 

Alberta, April 17, 2019, 10.  

48 Dorothy VanZegelaar, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview with author,” Iron Springs, 

Alberta, April 17, 2019, 10.  

49 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview,” 11. 

50 Dorothy VanZeggelaar and Kaitlyn Groeneboom, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview,” 10. 
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Reformed worldview and the impact it has on women’s perceptions of their role in 

life.51  

 Dorothy (VZ2) defined a feminist as “a lady who thinks that they can do 

everything, that they are just as capable of doing something that a male can do. 

They are just as important in the work force as a male… They are equal, equal to a 

man.”52 Dorothy (VZ2) did not associate feminism with religious beliefs, but 

rather in women’s earthly equality and value. Nevertheless, her acceptance of the 

patriarchal head of the household related directly to her religious worldview, and 

thus to her rejection of feminism. Dorothy (VZ2)’s selfhood, in this instance, was 

informed by her Dutch Reformed understanding of family roles and structures, 

which ultimately led her to not identify as a feminist. 

 Kaitlyn (VZ3) agreed with her mother and grandmother in most instances 

throughout the interview process, except within the discussion on feminism. 

Kaitlyn (VZ3) saw a difference between radical feminists and herself and although 

she did not agree with the women who her grandmother said were “parading in the 

street.” Kaitlyn (VZ3) stated “I kind of consider myself a feminist, I feel like those 

ladies are the extreme feminist. So, I would say I am a feminist.”53 It is worth 

noting that this conversation was the only time that Kaitlyn (VZ3) openly 

disagreed with her mother and grandmother in the interview. It is possible that 

 

51 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston, Mass.: 

Beacon Press, 1973), 2. 

52 Dorothy VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview,” 10. 

53 Kaitlyn Groenenboom, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview,” 11. 
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through her lived experience as a child and youth care worker, that Kaitlyn (VZ3) 

experienced first-hand the need for feminist ideals in her job, and this experience 

made her stand out amongst the interview participants as a self-identified feminist.  

Intersecting with Bertha (VZ1) and Dorothy (VZ2)’s negative reaction to the 

label of feminism, was Bertha (VZ1)’s “silly story” she told from when she had young 

children and had just moved into a house on her in-law’s farm. She recalled how the 

house was very empty, so she bought curtains to give the house appeal. However, the 

family budget was very minimal at the time, and on Sunday they were unable to tithe 

their regular amount, because the money had gone to buying curtains. Later in the week, 

an elder of the church visited and reprimanded the family for not tithing properly, and 

Bertha (VZ1) recalled how she defended her decision, stating, “well this is important to 

me, [so] church isn’t going to get it.”54 In stating that the curtains were “important to 

me,” Bertha (VZ1) made a clear statement of selfhood, that challenged her elder’s 

assumption that her identity was based solely on the church’s definition of women’s 

roles. Whether or not this incident tangibly altered Bertha (VZ1)’s worldview, her 

willingness to defy the church elder was still significant to her forty years later. 

 During time in the church where it was assumed men were the head of the 

household (and church), and despite Bertha (VZ1)’s statement that her husband was the 

final decision maker within her family, it is significant that Bertha (VZ1) used the 

tithing money at her own discretion. The domestic task of beautifying the home would 

 

54 Bertha VanZeggelaar, “Transcript of VanZeggelaar family interview,” 17. 
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traditionally not have taken priority over the money set aside to tithe; however, in this 

circumstance it seems as though Bertha (VZ1) sent a clear message to her church elder 

that in certain instances her individual need to add value to the family would come 

before the church.   

 Bertha (VZ1)’s “silly story” is an example of the intersections of gender, 

religion, and labour. Navigating these three demanding forces would prove difficult in 

the simplest of circumstances, and even more so when she did not earn a wage through 

her labour, her faith taught her to give weekly to the church, and as a woman she was 

responsible for the family home. Bertha chose in this instance to prioritize her role as a 

woman and her commitment to her family over her labour or her faith. Bertha (VZ1)’s 

characterization of “pushy” feminists was juxtaposed with her own assertion of selfhood 

in her curtain story.  

While Bertha (VZ1) instinctively pushed back from the notion of (mainstream) 

feminism, Audrey (K1) casually stated in a telephone conversation before the group 

interview, that, “to be a Christian woman is to be a feminist.”55 Thus equating her stance 

as a feminist with her Dutch Reformed faith. Likewise, Elinor (K2) stated initially that 

she too was a feminist, and her feminism had a direct link to her Dutch Reformed 

worldview: 

I am a feminist… I think to me being a feminist just means having 

strength, I mean a man could be a feminist then I guess too. Anyone 

who has strength to go day to day. I am not all worried that I am not 

equal, because I am equal to men in God’s eyes. Not in physical 

 

55 Audrey Kolk, Telephone conversation with author, February 1, 2019.  
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things, Leighton can do things that I can’t do, but he can’t do stuff that 

I can do.56 

 

Elinor (K2)’s definition of feminism embraced differences between men and 

women, and based her understanding of equality in heavenly terms, rather than 

earthly conditions. In this instance, Audrey (K1) and Elinor (K2)’s definition of 

feminism and their Dutch Reformed worldview fit together to create their own 

understanding of selfhood. 

 However, when Megan (K3) spoke about her reservations with mainstream 

feminism, her mother and grandmother conceded to her viewpoint. Megan (K3) 

patiently listened to her mother and grandmother, before stating her perspective on 

feminism: 

From what I see now, a lot of the feminist movement is man hating, is man 

bashing… and maybe that is not what the definition of feminism is, maybe 

just the cultural feminist movement right now is. I see a lot of first world 

women complaining and moaning and bitching about things that are not 

there. About problems that do not exist where we are.57  

 

Megan (K3) acknowledged a time and place in which feminism was desperately needed, 

but rejected that, in Canada, in 2019, there was a need for feminism. Unlike the other 

interview participants, Megan (K3) did not have an issue with feminism because of 

individualism or its encouragement of non-traditional gender roles, rather, she believed 

feminism was irrelevant in her Southern Alberta rural society. It is worth noting that 

Megan (K3) is of the youngest generation, a generation often assumed more inclined 

 

56 Elinor Kolk, “Transcript of Kolk family interview,” 21. 

57 Megan VanSchothorst, “Transcript of Kolk family interview with author,” Iron Springs, Alberta, April 

22, 2019, 21. 
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towards secularization and liberalization, however, she led the conversation in negating 

the importance of feminism.  

Once again, however, in a similar manner to Bertha (VZ1), Megan’s reaction to 

feminism intersected with her assertions of agency within her career. Megan (K3) works 

fulltime as a farmer, and although her role on the farm is not overtly gendered, 

interactions with certain members of the community force Megan to navigate her gender 

while at work. Megan told of how she has had to stand up for herself when faced with 

explicit sexual comments while at work: 

I have had incidents where, like on our farm we get lots of truck drivers in to 

bring commodities for the cattle, or haul cattle, so we have lots of traffic 

coming through, and the odd time I’ll get some comment that is definitely a 

little sexual or inappropriate, but I’ve had no problem telling that person that 

they are allowed to get off the yard. I’ve told my brothers about these 

scenarios too, if anything like that ever happens, and someone says a sexual 

innuendo or whatever that is really just inappropriate, I have a pretty high 

tolerance, but we just have the right to kick them off the yard, we do not 

need your commodities that badly if you are going to have your attitudes 

about that.58 

 

Feedlots run on the scheduled delivery of commodities and strategic shipment of cattle. 

To disrupt this schedule would disrupt the flow of the farm, and subsequently impact 

employees and management. Megan (K3)’s status is demonstrated here in her rejection 

of sexual harassment, in her brothers trusting her judgement, and in the farm’s 

commitment to providing a non-toxic environment for her to work. Megan (K3)’s ability 

to deny truckers access to the farm indicates her value to the farm, and demonstrates her 

willingness to assert her selfhood within a traditionally male dominated context. 

 

58 Megan VanSchothorst, “Transcript of interview with author,” 6. 
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Within the family interview, Elinor (K2) and Audrey (K1) both accepted Megan 

(K3)’s critique of mainstream feminism, with Elinor (K2) adding that although 

“feminism came out of oppression to women,” it now has gone “further on the other side 

of things. So now the men are losing any rights, and women want everything. But there 

is a balance, and we are not the same people.”59 As mentioned in the previous section, 

Elinor (K2)’s assertion that “men are losing any rights” speaks to her explicit 

understanding of feminism as well as internalized beliefs shaped by the environment in 

which she lives. The environment in which people are surrounded determines the 

rhetoric heard and the conversations had with others, and as seen in the Dutch Reformed 

community, this impacts people’s worldviews. These worldviews, and the worldview of 

one’s community, become a part of how thoughts are formed and people’s internalized 

understandings of normal.Southern Alberta’s long history of conservative governments, 

coupled with the Dutch Reformed community’s traditional views of women’s roles have 

influenced how Elinor, and all of the interview participants respond to their perceptions 

of feminism.  

The Kolk family showed an evolution from the oldest generation agreeing with 

feminism perhaps, because Audrey (K1) lived through extreme discrimination of her 

own, to the middle generation questioning aspects of the movement, to the youngest 

generation stating complete opposition. As demonstrated throughout the thesis, all three 

women in the Kolk family, despite their reservations with the label feminist, 

 

59 Elinor Kolk, “Transcript of Kolk family interview,” 21. 
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demonstrated that they valued asserting their selfhood even when it challenged the 

worldview of their community. 

While the Kolk family discussed feminism for a large portion of the interview, 

the Bezooyen family had a very brief discussion. The Bezooyen’s were the most 

conclusive in their discussion on feminism, as they firmly concluded that feminism 

rejected God-given differences between men and women, therefore, skewing established 

roles in life. Nellie (B1) defined feminists simply as “they think they are so cool and 

better than men.”60 Nellie (B1)’s only exposure to feminism seemed to be radical 

feminism, and the “bra burning” caricature of the 1960s. Nellie (B1) seemed to write-off 

the feminist movement because of her fear of the dangers of individualism and her 

persistent dismissal of the movement created an environment in which the two other 

family members seemed to defend themselves from Nellie (B1)’s hints that they might 

be feminists.  

Ramona (B2) summarized the perspective of the Bezooyen family by 

highlighting the innate differences between men and women saying, “we should be 

happy with that [being different from men], and we don’t need to be someone that we 

are not, and we don’t need to go and prove that we are.”61 Heather (B3) remained quiet 

for most of the conversation, except when defending herself from her grandmother 

asking her if she was a feminist, whereupon Heather (B3) replied with a swift, “no.”62 

 

60 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 9. 

61 Ramona Bos, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 10. 

62 Heather Bos, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 9. 
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Heather (B3) clearly did not want the label of one of the women that her mother and 

grandmother seemed to view as upsetting God’s design for family.  

Despite Nellie (B1)’s aversion to feminism, she proudly told of her importance 

to her husband, family and farm, stating, “I was a driving force… I had to push him 

[husband] to get the house painted, I had to push him to get a new roof put on…For 

some people it is different, some men are different, they would be on top of everything, 

but my husband just wasn’t.”63 Through this statement, Nellie (B1) showed her valuing 

of her selfhood and her role in life. Although beautifying the house through painting 

would generally within the Dutch Reformed community, be considered a woman’s role, 

her demand to have the roof replaced speaks to her position within the marriage. Nellie 

(B1)’s assertion of her opinion and the autonomy to see those things through indicates a 

stronger, less docile personality than was perhaps demonstrated during the interviews. 

Nellie (B1)’s statement showed that she was aware of the value of asserting her 

selfhood, even though it may have subconsciously challenged the Dutch Reformed 

worldview.  

Like the Bezooyen’s, the VanDyk family’s discussion on feminism associated 

feminism with the rise of individualism, and a rejection of God given differences. 

Margaret (V1) opened the discussion on feminism by attempting to close it. She 

declared what she thought about it by saying, “nothing. It is bad.”64 After some probing 

for a more thorough answer, Margaret (V1)  warned that women today are taught to only 

 

63 Nellie Bezooyen, “Transcript of Bezooyen family interview,” 6. 

64 Margaret VanDyk, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview with author,” Taber, Alberta, April 18, 
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look out for themselves, therefore, the family unit is falling apart. Margaret worried that 

mainstream feminism’s emphasis on the individual would cripple the family unit that 

she believed was dependent on the selfless, strong, and loving mother figure.  

Marian (V2) challenged her mother by commenting that there were many 

instances in which feminism was needed. Her personal definition of feminism was “just 

being the woman that God created me to be as a woman. And thankful to be a 

woman.”65 This definition, therefore, was intrinsically linked to her faith, and the 

acceptance of her community’s expected role as a woman. She emphasized again and 

again that to her the importance in being a woman was accepting the God-given talents 

that she as a woman possessed, and appreciating the different talents that men possess.  

Out of all the interviews, Marian (V2)’s daughter, Amanda (V3), most clearly 

articulated why she avoided the label feminist. Much like her mother, Amanda (V3) 

stated that feminism as a basic concept was good, yet she warned of the potential social 

collapse that could occur if individual’s only cared for themselves:  

Nowadays we are bombarded with just look out for yourself, just worry 

about yourself and do what is right for you and…that is not going to work 

if everybody is just out for themselves. That is not how we were created, 

we should be helping each other and complimenting each other.66  

 

Rather than disagreeing about feminism’s basic recognition of women’s value, Amanda 

(V3), and many others, were cautious of its perceived encouragement of women’s lives 

apart from the family. Amanda (V3) never spoke directly about feminism, rather she 

 

65 Marian Tamminga, “Transcript of VanDyk family interview,” 17. 
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used individualism in place of feminism, thus implying that they are synonymous. It 

seemed as though the unspoken assumption made by many of the interview participants 

was that individualism, and therefore feminism, overtly challenged the Dutch Reformed 

emphasis on a strong family unity. 

Marian (V2) expanded upon Amanda (V3)’s critiques of feminism in saying that 

women and men “are created different, that is just the long and the short. Male and 

female he created them, and we each bring our own strengths. Let’s respect each other’s 

strengths, let’s use each other’s gifts and talents. Recognize them for what they are.”67 

Marian (V2)’s emphasis on the strength in differences was another theme throughout all 

the discussions. The four families relied on their Dutch Reformed belief in the God-

given innate differences between men and women, and celebrated the diversity that 

these allowed, rather than the individualism they believed feminism encouraged. 

Marian’s definition of feminism was grounded in her religious worldview 

but complicated by her life experiences. Marian proudly told in the individual 

interview that she spent her whole childhood working on the farm, but noted that 

she had always detested hoeing beets. Therefore when she got married, she 

asserted her autonomy by telling her husband that “this whole thing of submitting 

and everything I would do, but I will not hoe beets.”68 While Marian (V2) 

accepted the Dutch Reformed communities expectation of “submitting and 

everything,” she made it clear that this submission would not extend to hoeing 
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beets. This setting of limits showed that Marian (V2) believed in the importance of 

the traditional expectations of her role as a wife, but only as much as she valued 

her personal agency and autonomy. Marian’s statement challenged her Dutch 

Reformed worldview through her assertion of the value of her selfhood, while 

simultaneously accepting other aspects of the Dutch Reformed worldview. 

Marian (V2)’s life, and the lives of all the other interview participants, and their 

perceptions of their lives, were and are complex. Their motivations were often unclear, 

and decisions elicited responses and consequences often unseen or unanticipated by the 

interview participants. Therefore, in order to accurately convey these women’s 

selfhood’s, the reader and researcher must acknowledge the complexities of every-day 

life. No two women’s stories are comparable, and they cannot and must not be judged 

from the vantage point of time, distance, and training. Therefore, this section 

acknowledges the women’s aversions to the label of feminist, yet strives to show the 

significance of their personal assertions of agency and selfhood through the telling of 

their own stories.  

Conclusion 

The addition of over seventeen thousand Dutch immigrants to the relatively 

small population of Alberta in the post WWII period made a significant impact on the 

province, particularly Southern Alberta, where the majority of immigrants settled.69 

Over sixty years later, in the 2016 Canadian census, division 4802, which encompasses 
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all the homes of the four families interviewed and stretches from Nobleford east to 

Grassy Lake and from Bassano in the north to the American border in the south, an area 

of 17,673 square kilometers, recorded 170,000 residents.70 Those who self-identified as 

having a Dutch origin numbered 18,350, or eleven percent of the total population, 

surpassed only by those who self-identified as German in origin.71 The census numbers, 

along with the many Dutch Reformed churches, schools, and community programs, 

show that the Dutch Reformed in Southern Alberta have created a significant presence 

in the community, a presence that is continually growing. This intergenerational 

succession of religious beliefs and cultures is unique at a time when many other 

denominations in the same geographic area have become much more vulnerable to 

secularism. 

Ann Braude showed in her now classic 1997 article that even though statistically 

there were fewer men in churches throughout history, they have still held the vast 

majority of leadership positions. Braude argues that in order to study American religious 

history, historians must study women, for “Women's History is American Religious 

 

70 Statistics Canada. 2017. Division No. 2, CDR, Alberta. Census Profile. 2016 Census. Statistics Canada 

Catalogue no. 98-316-X2016001. Ottawa. Released November 29, 2017. 
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History.”72 Understanding women’s religion cannot be reduced to the study of overtly 

religious practices, rather, the study of religion must recognize that women’s lived 

religion touches on all areas of life from childcare, to managing family finances, to 

working on the farm.  

Ramona (B2)’s reminder to her children to, “Work Hard. [and] Trust God” 

proved consistent across the four families and all three generations. All four families 

were raised within the Dutch Reformed community, and its strong institutional presence 

has had tangible impacts on their lives. The Dutch Reformed worldview permeated all 

areas of their lives and demanded not just Sunday church attendance, but a daily 

commitment. The responsibilities that these women had on their farms and in their 

families was dictated by their own personal worldview, their families’ worldview, and 

the worldview of their community.  

In addition to the impact that religion had on these women’s labour, it also 

shaped their perception of their role within the family, the farm, and the community. 

Although not supporters of the “feminist” label, they agreed with women’s equality, 

although not seeking to dismantle patriarchal structures that governed their immediate 

communities. The male-dominated agriculture industry that these women worked and 

lived in, as well as their conservative Dutch Reformed religious beliefs, contributed to 

their aversion to the mainstream notion of feminism. Nevertheless, all the women 

produced their own sense of agency and autonomy that in some instances challenged, 

 

72 Ann Braude, “Women’s History Is American Religious History,” in Retelling U.S. Religious History, 

by Thomas  

Tweed (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 87–107. 
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and in other ways embraced the Dutch Reformed worldview of their community. These 

women’s stories have shown how their worldview affected them in all areas of life, 

whether they were sitting in the front pew of church, washing children’s clothes, or 

scraping manure in a dusty feedlot.  

Labour historians have notoriously ignored religion’s impact on labour, and 

Morgan’s work is just one example of the benefits of studying women’s waged and 

unwaged labour in relation to their religion. More work must be done to understand 

women’s experiences of lived religion in the workforce. This chapter expanded upon 

Morgan’s Ordinary Saints, in the study of every-day lived religion and subtle activism.73 

This chapter substantiated Morgan’s argument that “religiosity and feminism did not 

always stand in binary opposition, even among rural Christians,” in a vastly different 

geographic, denominational, and cultural context.74 As Morgan’s study showed, and this 

thesis expounded upon, these women’s religious worldview had a direct impact on not 

just the labour they did, but also how they perceived their labour, and themselves.  

This chapter contributes to the historiography by placing women’s labour within 

the context of their religion and considering the impact it had on their selfhood. This 

chapter was positioned last within the thesis to demonstrate an ever-expanding and ever-

complicating narrative of identity in these women’s lives. The families interviewed did 

not want to be associated with the “bitchy,” “pushy,” or “individualistic” women that 

they saw on the television “parading” around. Nevertheless, many of the interview 

 

73 Morgan, Ordinary Saints: Women, Work, and Faith in Newfoundland. 

74 Morgan, 391. 
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participants gave examples of their own assertions of selfhood and autonomy, even 

when it challenged their Dutch Reformed worldview.  This chapter showed the 

inaccuracies in referring to these women solely as ‘Dutch Reformed farm women.’ 

Their identities and labour roles were and are far too complex to paint them with one 

definitive label. These women’s multiple and often conflicting roles and perceptions of 

their roles, which ultimately make up their selfhood, influenced their on-farm and off-

farm labour, as well as their religious worldview.
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Conclusion 

Families who farm together, both extended and immediate, work closely in daily 

connection with each other. Therefore, they exert a heavy influence over each other’s 

lives.1 On family farms, personal relationships affect business decisions, and business 

decisions affect personal relationships, therefore, as Sociologist Linda Price argues, 

decisions are made, “beyond simply strategizing the farm as 'business.'"2 This sharing of 

work experience and life events often extends into shared family values and 

expectations. The interviews suggest that at least some women may not see options 

beyond their family histories, a result of their intimate sharing of work and family. 

Within the interview participant’s stories, this sharing of work and home amongst 

family members, has contributed to the perpetuation of a shared Dutch Reformed 

worldview, and relatively consistent family values.  

This thesis has addressed two fundamental questions: in what ways have women 

contributed to the agricultural industry of Southern Alberta? And secondly, how do the 

women interviewed perceive the importance of their labour on their family farms? 

Secondary questions such as how does religion influence how these women perceive the 

value of their labour, arose because of the Dutch Reformed backgrounds of the 

 

1 Randy Weigel, Daniel Weigel, and Joan Blundall, ‘Stress, Coping, and Satisfaction: Generational 

Differences in Farm Families’, Family Relations 36, no. 1 (1987): 45–48; Robert Fetsch and Toni 

Zimmerman, ‘Marriage and Family Consultation with Ranch and Farm Families: An Empirical Family 

Case Study’, Journal of Marital and Family Therapy 4, no. 1 (1999): 485–501. 

2 Linda Price, ‘The Emergence of Rural Support Organisations in the UK and Canada: Providing Support 

for Patrilineal Family Farming’, Sociologia Ruralis 52, no. 3 (July 2012): 357. 
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interview participants. This thesis is particularly valuable to the wider agricultural 

communities of Canada, because it demonstrates the beauty, and the pitfalls, of 

intergenerational family farms. 

This thesis has shown that these women’s labour was influenced by their 

numerous roles and identities as family members, Christians, community members, 

employees, and farmers. This is important to recognize because conservative, Christian 

farm women are often written off in academic literature as victims of their environment. 

These twelve women exhibit rich and complex identities, and each showed her own 

form of agency, willingness to stand up for certain principles, and strength for family 

and community. Understanding women’s contributions to Southern Alberta’s 

agricultural and Dutch Reformed community shows the multifaceted factors that impact 

not just these twelve women’s lives, but many other women.  

The first chapter showed the vast changes to farming from one generation to the 

next. The transition from small, mostly hand labour farms in the 1950s to the large-

scale, multi-million-dollar farms of today showed drastic change. Besides just the 

economic and agrarian implications that these changes have, they also personally 

impacted each member of the farming community. Even though the women of the oldest 

generation lived lives completely unrecognizable from the youngest generation, all three 

generations worked to achieve a stronger agricultural heritage for the next generation. 

The labour performed by these women was invaluable and immeasurable, despite 

personal sacrifice, these women worked and continue to work to sustain the farms across 

generations. 



125 

 

The second chapter introduced the often conflicting roles of women’s labour on 

family farms. This chapter showed that although the women were often considered one 

of the primary labourers on the farm, they were also responsible for housework, the 

family, and labour off the farm (either waged of unwaged). Understanding the 

complicated and multifarious gendered aspects of labour is crucial to understanding 

these women’s lives, and the lives of many other women in Canada from the 1960s 

onwards.  

Finally, the third chapter explored the intersections of faith and feminism. The 

women’s visceral negative reactions to the idea of the label ‘feminist,’ yet their support 

for the basic tenets of feminism, shows the fluidity of feminism as a concept. The 

women engaged in a form of storytelling that demonstrated personal assertions of 

selfhood, which often inadvertently led to a challenge of their Dutch Reformed 

worldview, or the worldview of the broader community. This chapter navigated the 

complexities of Dutch Reformed farm women’s lives, and demonstrated how every part 

of their identity had an impact on their labour and their perception of their labour. This 

chapter built upon the previous chapters contexts to show the ever increasing 

complexities of these women’s identities as farmers, female farmers, Dutch Reformed 

female farmers, and so much more. 

Three themes were consistent throughout this thesis – gender, labour, and faith – 

themes which were at times artificially separated to give a clearer analysis of the 

women’s lives. This separation was artificial, because, just as gender can never be 

separated from discourse on labour on family farms, faith cannot be separated from a 

discussion about gender or labour. The twelve women interviewed contributed to their 
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individual farms in innumerable ways, and this thesis in no way tells of all their 

contributions. Rather, this thesis has attempted to demonstrate the complexities of 

twelve Southern Alberta farm women’s lives and understand the impact that multiple 

and often conflicting identities play on labour roles. This thesis has demonstrated the 

value of women’s roles within agriculture, navigated the complex intersections of 

labour, gender, and religion on family farms and finally, shown the necessity of taking 

seriously personal lived religion within historiography. 
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Appendix One: Family Chart 

 

 Bezooyen Kolk VanDyk VanZeggelaar 

1st 

Generation 

Nellie 

(Schipper) 

Bezooyen 

B1 

b. 1940 

Audrey 

(VanRoon) 

Kolk 

K1 

b. 1938 

Margaret  

(Dykstra)VanDyk 

V1 

b. 1941 

Bertha (Slomp) 

VanZeggelaar 

VZ1 

b. 1943 

2nd 

Generation 

Ramona 

(Bezooyen) Bos 

B2 

b. 1968 

Elinor 

(Dykstra) Kolk 

K2 

b. 1967 

Marian (VanDyk) 

Tamminga 

V2 

b. 1964 

Dorothy 

(Muizelaar) 

VanZeggelaar 

VZ2 

b. 1971 

3rd 

Generation  

Heather Bos 

B3 

b. 1995 

Megan (Kolk) 

VanSchothorst 

K3 

b. 1993 

Amanda 

(Tamminga) 

DeBoer 

V3 

b. 1985 

Kaitlyn 

(VanZeggelaar) 

Groenenboom  

VZ3 

b. 1995 



 

 

Appendix Two: Survey 

Intergenerational Questionnaire:  

 

The purpose of this questionnaire is to understand women’s perceptions of the 

importance of their labour on the family farm. Your response will remain anonymous; 

your name will not be attached to your response but it may be grouped with others 

responses of your generation (grandmother, daughter, granddaughter) or family. For 

example, if all responses from one family are the same, I would write that one family was 

consistent, but I would not name the family. Or, if all grandmothers responded the same 

way, I would note that. Answers will not be shared with other participants. The results 

will help me (Shelby Martens) understand the complex relationship between perceived 

value and wage on Southern Alberta family farms. 

 

 

1. On a scale of one to ten, how important do you think your labour is or was to the 

survival of your family farm? (1 being not at all, 10 being 

crucial)__________________ 

 

 

2. On a scale of one to ten, how important do you think the labour of 

_______________(fill in the name of one of the women you are being 

interviewed with) is/was to the survival of your family farm? (1 being not at all, 

10 being crucial)________ 

 

 

3. On a scale of one to ten, how important do you think the labour of 

______________(fill in the name of the other woman you are being interviewed 

with) is/was to the survival of your family farm? (1 being not at all, 10 being 

crucial) _________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix Three: Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix Four: Interview Questions 

Round One: Individual Interview  

1. What is your name? 

2. What is your date of birth?  

3. Where were you born?  

4. What did your parents do for an occupation? 

5. How many children were in the family, and where were you in the line-up?  

6. Describe what your siblings were like. Who were you closest to?  

7. Can you describe what your family was like you grew up in? 

8. Can you describe the community you grew up in. 

9. What would you consider to be your home town?  

10. What sorts of rural community events were held when you were a child?  

11. Do you remember hearing your grandma or mother describing her life? What was 

it like? 

12. Can you tell me about the farm you grew up on?  

13. What kind of farming are or were you involved in? (grain, livestock, irrigation 

other?)  

14. What were your family's economic circumstances? Do you remember any times 

when money was tight? Do you remember having to do without things you 

wanted or needed? 

15. Did you help on the farm as a young child? 

16. What sort of work were you supposed to do as a girl growing up and on the farm? 

17. Was the work you did as a child any different than what your siblings did? 

18. Can you tell me a day-in-the-life on your farm as a child? 

19. Did you get paid for your work on the farm as a child? 

20. Growing up how did you feel about working on the farm?  

21. What activities/work did the family do together?  

22. What is your educational background?  

23. What did you do when you were done school? 

24. What did reaching adulthood look like to you? 

25. How did you decide on your career? 

26. Was there any pressure placed on you to choose a certain career/future?  

27. How did you learn the skills of your job? 

28. How were you involved in deciding how the farm should be run? 

29. Did any of your siblings remain a part of the farm?  

30. How did becoming a wife affect your role on the farm?  

31. How did becoming a mother affect your role on the farm?  

32. Who is in charge of the family farm now? 

33. Can you describe your role on the farm now? 

34. Can you tell me a day-in-the-life of your life now? 

35. How Do/Did the men in the family? in-laws? community? Respond to your work 

on the farm?  

36. Were/are you paid for your work on the farm? 



 

 

37. Did you ever experience being treated differently because you were a woman on 

the farm? 

38. How would you identify yourself in relation to your husband and the farm  

(“housewife,” “farm wife,” “farmer’s wife,” “partner,” “spouse,” other)?  

39. Some people argue that women should get paid for their work in the house, what 

do you think of this? 

40. Why/Why not did you continue to work on the farm? 

41. What was your biggest frustration on the farm?  

42. What motivated you to do your work every day? 

43. Can you tell me a few of your best memories of the farm? 

44. How is the farm different now, than when you were a kid?  

45. How is the community different now, than when you were a kid? 

46. What sort of legacy do you want to leave for your daughter(s)? 

47. If you could go back, would you change anything?  

48. What would you like to see done with your story? 

49. Is there anything else you would like to tell me?  

 

Round Two: Intergenerational Interview  

1. What are your names?  

2. How are you related? 

3. What farm/s have you been involved with?  

4. Did you ever work together on the farm? 

5. Could you describe the ways you worked together on the farm or in the house? 

6. As a child, was it expected that you would work inside the house? Or on the 

farm? Or other? 

7. What are your best memories of working with family? 

8. What was the most difficult part of working with family? 

9. How did working outside the farm impact your family? 

10. What would you consider your most important job to be? 

11. How did you manage your time between on and off farm responsibilities?  

12. What community events/programs did you work with? Were they paid? 

13. How did having children affect your work both on and off farm? 

14. Did you feel your work on the farm was appreciated by the men in the family? If 

so, how did they show it? 

15. Did you feel your work off the farm was appreciated by the men in the family? If 

so, how did they show it? 

16. What are the biggest changes you have seen on the farm over the generations? 

17. How has the farm been divided up throughout the generations? Size? Type? 

Employees?  

18. What would you like to see change more?  

19. Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 

 

 



 

 

Appendix Five: Consent Form 

 

 

 

Dear ___________________________: 

 

You are being invited to participate in an interview for an oral history project for Shelby 

Martens’ MA thesis. The project aims to uncover the often underestimated and 

unrepresented labour of farm women in Southern Alberta. Through the use of 

intergenerational oral history interviews, this project will collect the voices of women and 

understand the shifts that have taken place in agriculture since the 1950’s. 

  

These interviews will be used for a thesis Shelby Martens is writing, and any other 

presentations she may make related to completing her MA degree. Although your 

participation would be appreciated by the researcher, Shelby could still accomplish her 

project without particular individual’s participation.  

 

 The interviews will be conducted in two parts. The first set of interviews will be 

around one and a half hours long, and ask questions about your personal experiences on 

the farm. The second round of interviews will be with other women related to you, and be 

more conversational in tone. This interview is designed to allow family members to 

discuss their common memories of the farm and their place within these memories. The 

interviews would be done at a time and place of your convenience, including your home. 

The interviews will be on a volunteer basis, and no payment will be given to the 

interviewees for their time. Due to the familial nature of the interviews, it will be 

impossible to ensure anonymity, therefore, should you agree to the interview your name 

will be present on the interview recording, transcript, and any other publications.  

 

 

The Interview: 

 

I, ____________________________(Interviewee) agree to let the audio recording and 

transcript of my interview on ____________________(date) be stored in electric form on 

Shelby’s password protected computer. This interview will be recorded, or Shelby will 

simply take written notes if that is preferred. I understand the purpose of this oral history 



 

 

project and I know that the information I share with Shelby is to be used for the purposes 

of the interviewer’s History MA thesis. 

 

I am aware that I am free to stop the interview at any time or not answer certain questions 

without penalty. I am aware that I am allowed to contact Shelby and ask her to destroy 

any part, or the entire interview recording, transcript, and references to my interview 

anytime before July 1, 2019. This interview led by Shelby is being supervised by Dr. 

Heidi MacDonald (Department of History and Politics, UNBSJ). If I have any questions 

or concerns about the research or the behaviour of the researcher I am welcome to contact 

Dr. MacDonald by email at heidi.macdonald@unb.ca. Any concerns about the project 

may also be sent to the Chair of History at the UNB Fredericton campus, Dr. Jeff Brown, 

at jsbrown@unb.ca. This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the 

University of New Brunswick and is on file as REB 2018-158. 

 

 

 

Conditions of Participation: 

 

Please review the following with the interviewer. Ask questions if anything is unclear.  

 

______I understand that this interview, transcript, and any publications will record my 

name and other personal information. 

 

_____I understand that the purpose of this interview is to gain a better understanding of 

the impact women have made in Southern Alberta agriculture. 

 

 

In terms of storage, transcription, and preservation of this interview, I agree to the 

following conditions: 

 

_______I agree that the recording of my interview will be used by Shelby Martens in her 

MA thesis or any related publications or presentations. 

 

_______I understand that the consent form will be stored in a secure location with 

Shelby. 

 

_______I understand that Shelby may present her research in a community talk, and that 

her completed Masters thesis will be available to other researchers through the University 

of New Brunswick Library . 

 

_______I would like my recorded interview and partial transcript placed in an archive for 

further use. (This refers to individual interviews and not the multi-generational 

conversation.) 

 

_______I agree to the use of any personal photos that I provide to Shelby for the use of 

her project, or future research. 



 

 

 

 

Contact Shelby through email at Shelby.Martens@UNB.ca ca or phone 403-360-1361. 

 

The conditions of participating in this study have been explained to me and I have been 

given the opportunity to ask questions. I freely and voluntarily agree to participate in this 

project.  

 

____________________________________________ (Printed Name of Participant) 

____________________________________________(Signature) 

____________________________________________(Date) 

____________________________________________(Printed Name of Researcher) 

____________________________________________(Signature) 

____________________________________________(Date) 
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