A Brief History of the Farmland of North Pickering

Long before the first European families settled here, aboriginal groups made these
fertile lands their home. First Nations, and the European settlers who followed,
knew just how valuable the soil of north Pickering was, providing a perpetual
bounty of food and other agricultural products.

Over time, surrounding communities (among them, the Township of Pickering)
grew and flourished, the direct result of agricultural wealth. For over a century,
Brougham was the heart of the Township, becoming a busy commercial village.

The land continued to be farmed, greatly benefiting from its location, immediately
south of the Oak Ridges Moraine, a major groundwater recharge zone. The land
was crisscrossed by freshwater streams and stretches of woodland. The soil —a
deep clay loam — was particularly fertile. The Canada Land Inventory identifies it as
Class 1, with a narrow strip of Class 2, both classes capable of producing over 200
different agricultural products, with Class 1 being 20% more productive. The
farming community here continued to prosper over the next century, and was still
prospering in 1961 when the federal government started looking into possible
future need for another Toronto airport.

By then, in a typical year, the 126 family farms of north Pickering were producing
some 4 million gallons of milk, 200,000 eggs, over 1 million pounds of beef, 375,000
pounds of pork, 45,000 bushels of wheat, and 30,000 chickens. This was still the
situation in 1972, when 18,600 acres, mostly in north Pickering, were expropriated
for the proposed airport, and residents were forced off their land. For some
farmers, this meant having to relocate to areas with less-productive soil. Although
the airport project was shelved in 1975, the land was retained by the government,
just in case. Farming continued there, but (with one exception) was carried out by
farmers from elsewhere, on short-term government leases that inevitably forced a
shift from mixed farming to cash cropping.

The airport project was finally cancelled in 2025, 53 years after its announcement.
By then, over 10,000 acres of the site had been transferred to Parks Canada to form
and then expand Rouge National Urban Park, with its mandate to showcase nature,
culture, and agriculture. If the remaining acres of prime farmland aren’t protected
now, they will be lost to urban development. A loss that can’t be put right.
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