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Meet the Burton Family  

The Burke Creek Ranch story:  
A love affair lasting more than a lifetime 

 

Summer 1886, Fort Mcleod, Alberta – Kit bag in hand and 

five dollars in his pocket, 18-year-old Frederick Burton 

stepped off the new CPR rail car and gazed over a sea of 

grass. Being a younger son meant Fred had to make his 

own way in the world, and he decided this land, land that 

would one day be known as Alberta, was the place for him to 

get his start. 

Young Fred lacked capital, but he was full of ambition and 

smarts. He quickly moved from farm crew ploughing land to 

ranch hand to land owner, initially gaining his own piece of 

soil “squatting” on Trout Creek near Claresholm in 1890. He 

built a sod-roof cabin, a barn and some corrals, adjacent to a 

good spring. He then moved in a few horses and a small 

herd of cattle. His intention was not to turn the sod, as 

government policy at the time encouraged, but to partner 

with the natural resources to graze cattle. 

In 1896, Burton married Minnie Furman, who had emigrated 

from Baker, Oregon. To help finance the operations and 

growth of their ranch they established Furman Postal Outlet.  

Every two weeks, Fred would hitch up his team and head to 

the nearest postal service in Claresholm where he would 

gather up the mail for all the homesteaders in the coulees 

west of Claresholm. For this reason, Furman, Alberta is 

marked on Google Earth today.  

Over their lifetime, the couple expanded the humble 

beginnings of the ranch, supporting their sons to also get 

places of their own in the area. 

Youngest son Gordon left the area to pursue an academic 

career gaining a PhD in Agricultural Economics from Iowa 

State University, and later becoming a professor at McGill 

University. But the call of the land was too great. Gordon left 

his career, moving his wife Jean and young family back to 

manage the ranch after the passing of his father. Gordon 

continued to build on the legacy set by his family in ranching, 

contributed to the development of provincial and federal 

agriculture trade and policy, and was inducted into the 

Alberta Agriculture Hall of Fame in 1977. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo Credit: The Burton Family of Burke Creek Ranch in 

Claresholm, Alberta.Established 1890. 
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Alberta Century Farm and Ranch Award 

 

The Alberta Century Farm and Ranch Award celebrates  

families who have continuously owned and actively operated the 

same land for 100 years or more. 

 

In 2020, the Burton Family received both the Century Farm and Ranch 

Award and the 125-Year Farm Recognition Certificate in honour of the 

family's 130 years of ranching on the original Frederick A. Burton 

homestead. The family operation today counts over 12,000 acres where 

they're busy raising the fifth generation of ranchers on the same piece of 

southern Alberta land.  

 

Today, more than 1960 farms have been awarded with the Century Farm 

and Ranch plaque and over 40 have received both the Century plaque and 

the 125-Year Farm Recognition Certificate. 

The contributions these families have made to Alberta's agriculture sector is 

immeasurable. Their dedication to agriculture, family and rural communities 

have helped build a vibrant and sustainable agriculture industry in our 

province.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Five generations of the Dumont Family, Girouxville, Alberta. 

Established 1914. 
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Recognizing Century Farms and Ranches in Alberta since 1992 

 

1992 

The McPhee Family from the Penhold area 

requested the province develop a program to 

recognize farms and ranches that have been owned 

and operated continually for 100 years. They 

became the first family to receive the customized, 

cast bronze plaque in recognition of their 1892 

homestead. 

 

2005 

To celebrate Alberta's centennial, a special edition 

plaque design was created. The program saw an 

unprecedented 199 farms awarded that year. The 

families were also recognized at the Harvest Gala in 

October, 2005. 

 

2017 

The application process was streamlined so families 

are no longer required to obtain their own 

establishment and continual ownership documents 

and are no longer required to prove kinship ties. 

 

2021 

The Alberta Century Farm and Ranch dashboard is 

published. Recipient families and the general public 

can now access an interactive platform showcasing 

Alberta's rich agricultural heritage. 

 

2021 

The Rosebud Colony becomes the first colony in 

Alberta to be awarded as a Century Farm. This 

opened the door to an extension of the program that 

awards colonies. 

 

 

 

Photo Credit: Library and Archives Canada / C-126302 
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Qualifying for the Century Farm and Ranch Award 

 

  

Once you've submitted your family’s award 

application, program staff will work to find your family's 

establishment and continual ownership documents on 

your behalf. These treasured historic documents will 

be yours to keep whether or not your application is 

approved. 

There are several types of acceptable supporting 

documents depending on how the land was acquired. 

A minimum of 160 acres must be submitted on the 

application (there are exceptions).  

Additional notes on eligibility along with an application 

form can be found at: 

Alberta.ca/alberta-century-farm-and-ranch-award.aspx 
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Qualifying for the 125-Year Certificate 

 

In 2018, the 125-Year Farm Recognition Certificate component was launched to 

recognize farms and ranches going back to 1885. 

Recipients are presented with an honourary certificate, personally signed by the 

Premier and the Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Economic Development in 

a formal presentation folder to mark this milestone. 

There is no requirement for establishment documents. The family must have already 

been awarded the Century Farm and Ranch Award and still own and operate the land 

at the time of application. 

There are currently over 40 farms that have reached this significant milestone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Donald/Bergen Family of Oyen, Alberta. The family was awarded in 2021 with an 

establishment year of 1917. This original homestead house remains on the property today. 
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A Documented History 

Below are common types of documents used to support establishment. 

Homesteads and Land Grants  

Under the Dominion Lands Act , a homesteader applied for 

a land grant and over the course of a few years, would 

provide proof that the land had increased in value through 

improvements made in construction, cultivation etc. Once 

stipulated improvements were met, a patent was issued by 

the Crown. 

These documents are well maintained and easy to access. 

Due to the improvement criteria set by the Dominion Lands 

Act, the program accepts the application for homestead year 

as the family's establishment year. 

 

  

Photo Credit: Ancestry.ca 
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Homesteads and Land Grants  

  

Photo Credit: Ancestry.ca 
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The Soldier Settlement Board 

The Soldier Settlement Act allowed veterans to purchase 

land with the help of government loans for purchase and 

improvements. 

In an effort to provide veterans with only rich farmland, the 

Soldier Settlement Board re-surveyed the land over the 

original Dominion Lands survey. As a result, some of these 

original purchases have land sizes outside of the standard 

160 acres. 

Veterans Affairs keeps excellent records on Soldier 

Settlement deeds. Although the turnaround time can be up 

to 12 weeks, these records can easily be accessed by 

program staff on behalf of the applicant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Photo Credit: Veterans Affairs Canada 
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Canadian Pacific Railway Land Sales (CPR) 

The CPR land sales catalogue is digitally housed at the University of Calgary - 

Glenbow Library and Archives . These records are often used when applying for 

Century Farm status; however, only about 60% of the rural ledgers where digitized. 

Often, other records need to be sought out including census records, township maps 

or historic title searches showing a family's endorsement of payment on a CPR title. 

 

 

  

Credit: Provincial Archives of Alberta, GR2004.0214.2035a 
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Hudson's Bay Land Sales 

Hudson's Bay land sale records are digitally housed at the Archives of Manitoba. 

These records are rare but easily accessed online. 
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School Land Sales 

School land records are housed with homestead records at the Provincial Archives of 

Alberta in Edmonton. These records often turned up many archived handwritten 

family letters describing the hardships and successes of getting the farm up and 

running. 

 

 

  
Photo Credit: Ancestry.ca 
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General Land Sales 

These are purchases from one individual or group to 

another. More than likely, the family was farming the land 

prior to the date on the title. Agreements made to purchase 

were not often registered until the title document. In these 

cases, program staff will look for any official document 

placing the family on the quarter prior to the title year. 

Official documents used to prove an earlier establishment 

year include tax receipts, Cummins maps, water well 

reports, school records, probate records showing a transfer 

of land, or any other official document showing the year, 

family name and full land description. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Indian Land Sales 

The Dominion Land Act of 1872 set aside land for First 

Nations reserves without consulting the indigenous 

inhabitants of the land. The Indian Act , established in 1876, 

allowed the government to control and manage indigenous 

land ownership. Although the Act has undergone numerous 

amendments, it still had a huge impact on the likelihood that 

Indigenous landowners could maintain continual ownership 

of their land. 

Currently, out of over 1960 Century Farms awarded through 

this program, only 3 were established through the Indian Act. 
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Resources 

The following resources are used to locate establishment and continual ownership documents on behalf of the applicant. 

• Provincial Archives of Alberta 

• Heritage Resource Management Information System 

• Archives CPR Land Sales – Glenbow Library and Archives 

• Alberta Genealogical Society 

• Archives of Manitoba 

• Indian Lands Registry / Registre des terres indiennes 

• Alberta Water Wells 

• Library and Archives Canada 

• Ancestry.ca 

• Canada Land and Irrigation Company 

• Veterans Affairs Canada 
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