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Tucked away in the Badlands of Alberta an hour’s drive northeast
of Calgary is a hamlet called Rosebud. In the early 1970s, this little
place with its history of agriculture and coal mining was ghostly. Only
grain elevators and a few residents remained. Businesses were all
closed.

Today, as you drive into Rosebud you are struck by the beauty of
the rolling hills of the coulee. You think,“This must be it – boy, it
really is small!” Then, as you explore the streets, another realization
hits. There are young people hurrying about the town. Not the usual
population of small, rural Canadian centres.

There is no shortage of information about Rosebud’s journey from a dying hamlet to
a vital community that hosts over 40,000 theatre-goers a year. Although there are still
fewer than 100 residents, it is home to a School of the Arts, a professional theatre
company, a studio theatre, a dining room, a museum, art gallery, recording studio,
community centre, gift shops, a church, a golf course, a small general store, and several
lovely places to stay. (See a list of websites at the end of this article.)

But there is a part of the story that has not been told. It is this part that piques the
curiosity of a community economic development (CED) practitioner.

The story begins in 1973, with a summer arts program for kids, many of whom had
never been out of the city of Calgary. Business, service club, church, and personal
donations financed the program. A federal government grant arrived at the end of the
summer. The program expanded to weekends throughout the school year.

It was launched by LaVerne Erickson, a music and art teacher in Calgary, and
chaplain at the University of Calgary and the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology.
To get it off the ground, he connected with arts instructors at those institutions who
supported the camp. Many sent their children.

With 25 students a week and six staff, the summer camp operated until 1979.
Families were encouraging an expansion to a school, suggesting,“If you can’t start a
school, can our kids come and live in this creative environment and take
correspondence courses?” The summer camp was replaced by an accredited
summer school with 48 students.

The people connected to that early Rosebud arts community
were reminded of the pioneers who first settled the prairies.
They remembered cash-poor settlers building schools and
churches, creating community. This spirit fuelled the
growing dreams of Rosebud. At the time, cities were using
the arts to revitalize their downtown core. Those involved
in Rosebud believed that if it could work in an urban
centre, it should work in a rural community.

To manage the school operation and properties, two
societies were registered under the Societies Act of
Alberta in 1976. Both obtained charitable status.

by Wendy Klassen

Little Place,
Big Story

Rosebud owes its
revival to the arts –
entrepreneurial & theatrical

(photo) The Mercantile,
Rosebud’s general store,
was turned first into
dorms and classrooms
for the school, and now
is the site of a kitchen
apprenticeship program
that offers gourmet
dining to theatre-goers.
Photocredit: Rosebud
School of the Arts.
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One society collected the financial
contributions of staff members that were
critical in the School’s early days. There
was no capacity to pay salaries in the
beginning. The staff each invested $5,000
up front, and a $200/month payment to
the society, which it invested in staff
housing.

The second society was created to
hold property and run the educational
program. Board members put up
personal guarantees to obtain loans to
purchase property for the embryonic arts
school. They and other early champions
negotiated with owners of Rosebud
buildings, who were ready to help and
anxious to sell. A university professor
donated the $5,000 deposit on the old
hotel, priced at $40,000. School revenues
made the mortgage payments. A Calgary
church bought the general store which
was later sold to the educational society.

The summer of 1983 saw the first
dinner theatre. This focussed the School’s
energies on attracting summer tourists,
with attention to quality in all of the arts.
Winter festivals expanded. The reputa-
tion of the School grew, and it explored
the potential of a post-secondary
program. In 1986, a theatre, music, and
creative arts apprenticeship program was
established and the high school program
was phased out. As that funding dimin-
ished, it was replaced with apprenticeship
tuition and theatre ticket sales. By 1988
there were 20 apprenticeship students.

In 1986-87 supporters of the Rosebud
School and residents of nearby
Drumheller established a publicly-traded
company as a separate corporation. It
developed a tourism mall in Drumheller,
including premises where the School
operated a dinner theatre. This seemed
like a good way to diversify the School’s
revenue base. (Publicly-traded companies
are a highly-regulated financial mecha-
nism requiring significant investment,
legal, and financial expertise. Rosebud
was well-favoured in these respects, but
the same objectives could have been met
more simply with a limited company or
co-operative.) The assets and then the
corporation itself were sold off in the
mid-1990s. Many of the investors
donated their shares to a brokerage
account that was used to endow
scholarships.

Eventually, the Society proved less
than ideal for running an education
program like that of the Rosebud School.
LaVerne phoned the Alberta Legislature,
connecting with a staff lawyer who
drafted legislation. New legislation was
drafted with the content provided by
LaVerne. A Member of the Legislative
Assembly took it forward as a Private
Member’s Bill. The legislation combined
“the best” of the Societies Act with an
ability to operate as a foundation and a
guild school. The Rosebud School of the
Arts (RSA) Act of Alberta was passed in
1988, recognizing Rosebud as an
institution of higher learning.

As RSA grew, so did the need for
student housing. Financial institutions
were hesitant to lend money to an
educational organization. In 1997,
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Résumé : Petite endroit,
grosse histoire

À une heure de route de Calgary, Rosebud
compte moins de 100 résidents, mais rien
d’autre n’y est petit. Auparavant une
communauté agricole en déclin, c’est
maintenant l’emplacement d’un programme
d’apprentis de cuisine, un musée, une
galerie d’art, un studio d’enregistrement,
un centre communautaire, une église, un
terrain de golf et beaucoup plus. Les arts
sont la clé de ce succès.

Le tout a démarré en 1973 lorsqu’un
professeur de Calgary, LaVerne Erickson a
lancé un camp d’été sur les arts dans le
hameau. Des sociétés sans but lucratif ont
été créées pour accumuler le capital et
administrer le programme qui croissait à
vue d’œil et qui est devenu une École
secondaire des beaux-arts en 1979 et
ensuite, en 1986, un programme
d’apprentis en théâtre, musique, et arts
créatifs. Des corporations ont été créées
pour gérer les intérêts commerciaux et les
projets d’habitations au nom de l’école.

The society purchased land from the
county in a tax sale.

The Rosebud Fine Arts High School
started in 1977 with five students,
expanding to 11 in the second semester.
The qualifications and reputation of
those involved supplied the credibility
necessary to have the school certified
with the Alberta Department of
Education. The program included
academics, arts, and work experience
with a focus on the individual student.
Operational funds for the school came
from tuition fees, sales of art, educational
grants, proceeds from a small conve-
nience store, and donations. Before long,
the staff received salaries. In 1982, they
received their $5,000 back.

Une reconnaissance provinciale à titre
d’institution de hautes études a aussi permis
à l’école de fonctionner à titre de fondation.

Par une utilisation sage d’outils et de
structures financiers, la Rosebud School of
the Arts réussit à joindre le théâtre et
l’éducation à la création d’organisations et
de programmes d’appui, ainsi qu’au
logement et autres actifs communautaires.
Mais ce fut les arts qui ont attiré à Rosebud
les personnes engagées, compétentes et
entrepreneuriales qui sont le fondement du
renouveau de toute communauté.
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Rosebud School of the Arts has injected new life
into its surroundings. It uses creative tools of
finance to combine theatre & education with the
building of support organizations & programs,
housing, & other community assets.

(above) An antique car rally outside the Opera
House, once a church and now Rosebud
Theatre’s main stage. (opposite) The Theatre’s
cast for “Tent Meeting” (left to right, Travis
Friesen, Jonathan Bruce, Deborah Buck,
Stephen Waldschmidt, David Snider) a Jesse
Award-winning musical about life in rural
Alberta. Photocredit: Morris Ertman.
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members of the Board established the
Student Housing Corporation. It set up
a brokerage account, investing $125,000
with a margin potential of over $400,000.

In the early 1990s the Rosebud
Theatre’s main stage, the Opera House,
was modernized using earned revenue
and government lottery funding through
the Community Facility Enhancement
Program. The Mercantile, once a general
store that had been used for dorms and
classrooms, became the kitchen and
dining area. The buildings are owned by
RSA and revenue is advanced to it.

By 2002-03 more than 70 students
from across Canada and beyond
participated in the various programs.
There were about 30 students in the
2008 fall program. The limiting factor is
housing. Last year three houses were
built in town; all have suites in the
basement. More land and housing will be
developed. Graduates, as they launch
their careers working on contract across
Canada, have chosen Rosebud as home.

The School of the Arts has injected
new life into its surroundings. In 1973,
Rosebud’s agricultural community was
strong, and farm families could easily
drive to other communities for services.
About ten years into the project, farmers
were facing bankruptcy. Many of them
turned to activity in Rosebud Theatre for

a second, off-farm source of income.
Now, 35 years later, many have invested in
scholarships; their kids have gone to school
together and intermarried. Retired farmers
bring their friends back to Rosebud for
theatre and to show off their little town.

The weekend I visited Rosebud to
interview LaVerne, a documentary was
being filmed outside. A theatre group from
Calgary was renting the community centre
(an old school), to get their production
ready to tour through schools. LaVerne
smiled,“They are not part of our School,
but part of our community.”

Many communities start programs like
the 1973 summer camp and then struggle
to find funding to keep the doors open.
From this story we see that by creating a
different vision that adds expertise,
commitment, and an entrepreneurial
approach, the outcomes of community
economic development become expansive.
The Rosebud School of the Arts uses
creative tools of finance to combine theatre
and education with the building of
support organizations and programs,
housing, and other community assets.
There are now plans for a railway
museum and a retreat centre.

How important are the arts to commu-
nity renewal? Says LaVerne,“The arts are
fundamental to the success of Rosebud in
positioning itself as a tourist attraction and

educational organization. The arts bring
together highly committed and creative
people who are willing to think outside
the box and grow community in unusual
ways.” Other communities will likely use a
different formula. In Rosebud’s case, it
was the arts that acted as the magnet for
the personal commitment, skill, and
creativity that indeed are essential
to success.

WENDY KLASSEN is a community development
supervisor in the Social Planning Department
of the City of Red Deer, Alberta. Contact her at
Wendy.Klassen@reddeer.ca.

LAVERNE ERICKSON, from whom she
gleaned this information, is a teacher grounded
in the arts with faith, spirit, and an entrepre-
neurial nature. In his “retirement,” he manages
the brokerage accounts established by the
housing company and the Rosebud Scholarship
Fund and assists students with their invest-
ments. He and his wife look after the
Akokiniskway Art Gallery in Rosebud.
Increasingly he lends his expertise to groups of
community builders and CED practitioners. He
along with many others transformed a growing
vision into a remarkable reality.

People who want to participate in “the
Rosebud economic experience” can purchase
shares in the Student Housing Corporation,
legal name 803732 Alberta Ltd. For more
information, visit ...

Rosebud Theatre: www.rosebudtheatre.com
Rosebud School of the Arts:
www.rosebudschoolofthearts.com
Canadian Badlands Passion Play:
www.canadianpassionplay.com
Canadian Badlands Summer School:
www.cbsummerschool.ca
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