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Figure 3: “Imagined Spaces”  Renderings by Alixandra Piwowar
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Within the expansive setting of the open prairies, the 
location of the grain elevator adjacent to the railway 
and on the edge of town is an additional character-
defining element. Elevators are rarely farther than 
seven meters away from a rail line, most often on a 
siding to permit through traffic on the main line while 
rail cars are being loaded with grain. The wooden 
elevators typically sit between the railway and Railway 
Avenue (a common street name in rural prairie towns). 
As the tallest structure, the physical relationship with 
the town gives a sense of permanence. While only 
southern portions of the prairie provinces are flat, the 
image of the wooden crib grain elevator connecting 
land and sky is dominant in prairie art and media.

The primary character-defining element of the exterior 
fabric of the grain elevator is its simple geometric form 
and featureless façades. The modular shape of the 
elevator is derived from form adhering to function. 
The typical sloped-shoulder roof (a design based on the 
spatial organization of the grain cribs within) creates 
two different elevations; however, the shoulders of the 
elevator always face incoming and outgoing trains. The 
name of the town was also printed on the elevations so 
train drivers could identify their location. The name 
of the grain company was painted on the opposite two 
elevations for farmers to reference when trading grain. 
As the form is the most identifiable element of the grain 
elevator, it is critical that it remains predominantly 
intact during the adaptation.

The interior fabric, the composition of the grain 
bins through cribbed construction, and the grain 
elevating mechanical system gives form to the elevator. 
The unique texture of the staked wood members 
and overlapping corners of the distinctive cribbed 
construction reveals the structural integrity of the 
building. The grain bins—vertical voids reaching six 
to eight stories into the air—contrast with the vast 
horizontal landscape. Removing pieces of the cribbed 
structure to create long horizontal slits creates new 
openings for windows; they mimic the horizontal 
wood siding on the exterior as well as emphasize the 
perspective of the surrounding prairie and the horizon 
as one ascends to the top. 

For the purpose of this research, the citizens from the 
community of Indian Head were asked to re-imagine 
their elevator. A series of conversations with residents 
identified a variety of programs: hotel suites, a tourist 
information centre, community space(s), and a coffee 
shop. The proposal places two hotel suites in the 
shoulder of the elevator with a coffee shop occupying 
the cupola at the top. The adaptive reuse also proposes 
interstitial spaces within the grain cribs—spaces 
rarely experienced by people. Community gardens 
and a community kitchen are also designed on 
the site, creating a social and physical connection 
between the town and the site. Placing the tourist 
information centre adjacent to the community garden 
and community kitchen facilitates the opportunity for 

residents to interact with visitors. Through memories 
and narratives, residents inform the experience of the 
visitor, thereby reinforcing identity and belonging. 

Re-imagining the grain elevator as a place for people 
ensures that the character-defining elements are 
sustained. The elevator’s dramatic wooden atmosphere 
creates an innovative spatial experience through the 
addition of floor plates and circulation in the grain 
bins. The re-imagined elevator will be an important 
public space for the townspeople, establishing a 
reminder of the past. The elevator’s living heritage will 
continue to connect prairie people to the land. Most 
importantly, the adapted architecture will generate 
social interaction and strengthen community. 
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Monumental Canadian Architecture

Referred to as the most Canadian of architectural forms, the grain 
elevator is an iconic monument on the prairies. Its prominent 
verticality stands in stark contrast to the vast horizontal 
landscape, inspiring references such as “prairie sentinels,” “prairie 
skyscrapers,” and “lighthouses of the prairies.” Famous modern 
architect Le Corbusier referred to the elevators as “the cathedrals 
of the plains,” while others simply call them “vators.”

With time, the shift from functionality to monumentality has 
contributed to the consciousness of the wooden elevator at a 
national and international level. The tangible and intangible 
heritage of the wooden crib grain elevator to Western Canada 
points to its cultural importance. On a large scale, grain elevators 
are a product of the cooperative agricultural economy and 
national rail network that shaped the province of Saskatchewan 
and Canada as a nation. On a small scale, living heritage 
illustrates the evolution of the elevators from functionality to 
monumentality through change, memory, narrative, identity, 
and value—all deeply rooted in prairie communities and  
their people. 

Re-imagining grain elevators as places for people does far 
more than save the elevator from demolition; the re-imagined 
architecture generates old as well as new interpersonal 
relationships, economic opportunities, and a sense of community. 
Engaging communities in identifying their unique perspectives 
on the tangible and intangible cultural heritage of the grain 
elevators allows for the realization and development of pride, 
identity, and place-making in translating and articulating their 
stories from the past to the future. Re-imagining wooden grain 
elevators can ultimately revitalize prairie places. 
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Notes
1  “The grain elevator is one of the by-products of the 
expansion of the wheat market from a local to a world basis” 
(Clark 2).

2 Wheat congestion occurred when wooden elevators 
storage bins were full and grain cars were not available to 
ship grain (Indian Head, “Town History”). 

3 Alberta Wheat Pool, Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, and 
Manitoba Wheat Pool. 

4 Refer to “Towers of Silence”: The Rise and Fall of the Grain 
Elevator as a Canadian Symbol for further information on 
the count of wooden elevators at relative dates (Vervoort). 

5 The concept of living heritage was originally introduced at 
UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage held in 2003 in Paris. Living heritage has 
also been active in Newfoundland and Labrador in research 
and teachings at Memorial University and in initiatives by 
the Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and Labrador 
(Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and Labrador). 

6 For more on values-based heritage, see Randall Mason’s 
Assessing Values in Conservation Planning: Methodological 
Issues and Choices, published by the Getty Conservation 
Institute in 2002. 

7 Formulated based on archival research using Indian Head 
and District History Book and grain elevator publications at 
the Saskatchewan Legislative Library.

8 Formulated based on interviews with Robert Sepke and 
Brad Kinchen.

9 Formulated based on interviews with Tara-Leigh Heslip, 
Linda Kort, Brad Kinchen, and Bruce Neill, as well as 
numerous publications.

10 Formulated based on personal correspondences with Dr. 
Shauneen Pete and Tara-Leigh Heslip of Indian Head.

11 “The elevator was the physical reminder that meritocracy 
was limited to only certain groups (with access to power) 
and that the structural barriers to fuller participation in the 
economy were very real for First Nations Peoples” (Pete). 

12 Formulated based on interviews with Kyle Franz and 
Bruce Neill.

13 Formulated based on interviews with Brad Kinchen and 
consulting Gone but Not Forgotten by Elizabeth McLachlan.

14 See also A Place to Remember: Using Heritage to Build 
Community by Robert Archibald for a discussion on the 
consciousness of the past through remembering and re-
remembering. 

15 Patricia Vervoort distinguishes the “‘Canadian grain 
elevator’ as part of Canadian History because of its extensive 
use” (Vervoort 188). 

16 The Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of 
Historic Places in Canada provides a complete definition and 
explanation of character-defining elements.
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