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Saskatchewan’s rivers were the original passageways for First Nations people and early 
explorers and settlers.  Most early communities were situated in river valleys to access supplies 
of water, wood, fish, wildlife and shelter.  Rivers provided relatively easy travel corridors in 
both summer and winter.

To enable river crossings, First Nations people would sometimes build circular boats using bison 
skins stretched onto a frame of willow branches.  The Hudson Bay Company also used scows (a 
flat bottom boat with square, sloping ends)  to move staff, supplies and furs from one side of a 
river to the other.   Throughout the early settlement period, river crossings often involved much 
danger and hardship.

As populations increased and roads and agricultural communities developed, rivers became 
major barriers to transportation, settlement and development.  This was especially true of the 
mighty Saskatchewan Rivers that divided the southern  region of the province.  Small boats and 
rafts, then ferries and later bridges were critical links for the transport of people, supplies and 
products across rivers.  Ferries allowed new areas to be settled and provided access to railways 
and communities.  Today, there are a total of 12 ferries in the province; nine are found along the 
South Saskatchewan River.  

By the early 1870s, road traffic had 
increased to a level that required a 
more reliable ferry service with the 
capacity to carry heavier loads.   
Batoche, in 1871, was one of the first 
to provide regular service with a 
second established nearby by  Gabriel 
Dumont in 1875.  By 1875, the 
territorial government required ferries 
be licensed.  By 1898, all ferries were 
attached to overhead cables with cables 
anchored to “Deadmen” on each bank.  The Batoche Ferry in Summer.
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By changing the angle of the ferry relative to the flow of water, the ferry would propel itself 
across the river.  

In 1905, Saskatchewan became a province, and the ferry service came under provincial 
jurisdiction.  Normally there was a toll  for crossing, but after 1912 ferry operators were put on 
government salary and ferry crossings were “free” to the public during daytime hours. 

Spring ice breakup and heavy spring and summer floods were a serious threat to ferries and 
landings.  Access to the landings could be dangerous, as this often involved the use of roads 
down steep river banks.  Over the years, steel ferry boats replaced the wooden ferries, concrete 
landings were built, and access roads were improved.  Gasoline or diesel motors replaced the 
earlier dependence on the current to propel ferries across rivers.

Ferries played an important role in the transport of farm equipment, grain and livestock.  During 
the 1930’s, ferries were used to enable drought-stricken farmers from southern areas to move to 
new homesteads in more northern regions of the province. In 1934 over a million units crossed 

on provincial ferries with Saskatchewan 
Landing (north of Swift Current) and Fenton 
Ferry (southeast of Prince Albert) among the 
busiest.   In winter, some ferry-landing sites 
were used to access ice bridges once the ice 
had thickened enough to support the weight of 
vehicle transport.  With the coming of the 
automobile age, the demand for roads and 
reliable river crossings continued to increase. 

At a number of locations, ferry crossings 
became sites for socializing, fishing, Sunday 
picnics and visiting with friends from both 
sides of the river. For the traveling public they 
could also provide the family with a refreshing 
break during a long road trip. 

In 1926, the number of ferries peaked at 47 operating in the province.  Nine ferries operated 
between Saskatchewan Landing and the Alberta border (currently there are 3).  This was at 
about the same time the provincial population was approaching 1 million.  During the following 
decades, their numbers declined steadily.  Many were replaced by bridges as funding became 
available and at locations where higher traffic levels could justify this increased expense. 

Bridges are much safer and more convenient.  They allow for passage at all hours and in all 
seasons, whereas ferries were out-of-service all winter and for several weeks in both spring and 
fall due to ice conditions. 

Lemsford Ferry, 2012
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In 1955, 28 ferries carried nearly 900,000 passengers and vehicles of all kinds.  In 1969, 2 
million passengers, plus vehicles, were transported on the 20 remaining ferries.  In 2007, a total 
of 268,000 vehicles crossed on the ferries.  

Ferries still play an important role as 
part of Saskatchewan’s overall 
transportation system.  In 2013, 12 
ferries remain in service in 
Saskatchewan.  Along the South 
Saskatchewan this includes - from 
west to east:  Estuary, Lemsford, 
Lancer, Riverhurst, Clarkboro, 
Hague, St. Laurent, Fenton and 
Weldon. The remaining three are 
located along the North 
Saskatchewan River:  Cecil, 
Wingard and Paynton, plus the 
Wollaston Lake Barge.  They 
continue to provide vital 
connections for travel and commerce 
and are a unique part of our heritage that you can still experience.  
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