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From the day Canada started letting in former black slaves, people from the 
United States started making their way across the border with the promise of a 
better future. Out of those who found their way to the great white north, about 200 
people settled in an area just northeast of Athabasca and called it Amber Valley. 
From humble beginnings, the community has come into their own and are still 
going strong as they continue renovations on the old community hall inside and 
out. 

Under the British rule at the time, Canada officially abolished slavery with an 
Imperial Act that became effective on Aug. 1 1834, but it wasn’t until 1911 when 
many former slaves and slave families made their way to Canada when the United 
States government had been publicizing free land in Canada for black people. 
Many of them decided to make their way up to the border, but when they arrived 
and were prepared to cross, they were told the U.S. had no right to offer up the 
land in Canada for free and there was a fee to be paid, according to Amber Valley 
Community Hall outdoor maintenance and caretaker Jim Carothers.  

Many of the people who were trying to cross the border hailed from Oklahoma 
and for those that could afford the fee, they slowly began to find their way to the 
Canadian Prairies and the North where it was mostly bush and there was land to be 
farmed. 

 “When the Canadian government started to allow ‘share croppers’ or ‘free 
blacks’ to come across the border there were obstacles to face but they came here 
to be labour and experienced farm hands because the land needed to be farmed,” 
noted Carothers, whose own grandfather Samuel made his way to Amber Valley at 
the time. 

“It wasn’t just because they had experience working the land in the U.S., it was 
also because at the time there was legislation in place that said black people could 
not be used as slaves anymore but they had to be workers and labourers. It was at a 
time when Canada needed cheap labour and so the black people that came up to the 
North helped to build the land that it is today.” 



For Carothers’ grandfather it was a welcome chance at a new beginning, but the 
legislation that was passed over 100 years ago that allowed one generation to be 
free and earn wages continues to prevent another generation from owning any kind 
of corporation. 

For Carothers it has hit close to home and has lost three different corporations 
that were taken away from him by the government, two in Alberta and one in 
British Columbia. He noted that when his grandfather came across the border, the 
new legislation was a blessing, but it’s been hard for him to move forward over the 
years, especially since one of the corporations he lost was less than 24 hours away 
from hitting the stock market as a publicly traded company. 

 In lieu of all of this, Carothers said he has sent a letter to Alberta Premier 
Alison Redford in hopes of having the government revisit the laws to have them 
changed so that the dreams of former slaves for their families don’t die at the 
border. 

“A lot has happened and you just keep on living, but it’s living on a pension 
instead of a salary now,” he said. “It’s a law that has been in effect from back in 
the day and it’s still active today. It’s time for change but in order to get things 
changed the issues have to be addressed.” 

This attitude towards change has carried Carothers throughout his whole life and 
although he no longer owns his former companies, he has translated his attitude to 
his position with the Amber Valley Community Association, which helps to take 
care of the hall and puts on various functions throughout the year. 

The Association – which started out with a group of women who wanted to help 
raise funds for the area – helped to build the first Community Hall on the corner of 
Amber Valley Road. Since then, a new hall opened its doors to the community in 
1993 and is the one that still exists today. After a while the functions in the 
community began to slow down and some even stopped because, as inside hall 
maintenance provider and community member Floyd Kostyk said, the community 
of Amber Valley changed over time. 

“In the beginning there were close to 100 people who registered to homesteaded 
parcels of land between 1905 and 1915,” Kostyk said. “That was just the people 
who had their names on the title, in its prime Amber Valley had close to 300 
people here. But by the 1930’s a lot of people were poor because the whole 
country was poor. People lived off the farmland but it wasn’t much. After the war 



there were more jobs in the cities and people started moving away and the 
community changed.” 

Kostyk added that the one thing that never changed was the community spirit, 
which still carries on today. 

“One thing you won’t find in the history books is that there was always a house 
to stop at and warm up in during the winter along the trails and how people pulled 
together and always made everyone feel welcome and it didn’t matter what colour 
of skin you had,” Kostyk said. 

Something Kostyk remembers as an always-welcoming event was the Amber 
Valley picnics that he used to attend with his family, a tradition that Carothers 
hopes to bring back with the re-vamp of the hall. Over the last year, Carothers and 
the rest of The Association, including Kostyk, have taken to beautifying the hall 
inside and out and trying to bring back some of the sense of community that once 
was. 

The plan is to hopefully bring back the famous Amber Valley picnics by the 
summer of 2013 starting with Canada Day like the old times. In the mean time The 
Association has added new curtains and carpeting to the stage as well as new 
sound-proofing paneling to one of the walls in the hall and have repainted the 
whole interior. Now that the inside portion has been taken care of, Carothers is 
putting all his focus on the outside. 

“We are finally in a financial position where we can dress up the inside and the 
outside and make the whole area a pretty cozy and inviting place to be,” Carothers 
said. “It’s the first time in our history that we have had the opportunity to plant 
flowers outside and now we are looking at having a new swing set and slides put 
into the playground for kids. We are happy to be able to be at this point.” 

Amongst the beautification projects for the outside of the hall, Carothers noted 
that a special monument is going to be put in the front of the hall to help remember 
all those that came before them and brought the community together from its 
humble beginnings. 

“We want to recognize the pioneers that came here and settled the area of 
Amber Valley and got us to where we are today,” he said. “A lot of the work went 
into the homesteading and farming the land and it took a lot of people working 
together and we want to recognize them with a monument that incorporates a map 
of all the families that first settled here.”  



While The Association waits for the new arrivals for the outside beautification 
they plan to continue on and host the many functions they have every year, where 
of course everyone is welcome and invited, noted Kostyk. 

“Amber Valley is one of the most unique places because the blacks were here 
first and we didn’t have to get used to them being around. Everyone was always 
welcome and everybody got along because we all needed each other back then and 
we still do today,” Kostyk said. 

“We are a community and we want people to enjoy themselves here regardless 
of where they come from or what colour they are. It started as a black community 
but it’s now a multicultural one where we hope people feel relaxed and happy.” 
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