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Abstract

The North-West Mounted Police force was created in 1873 to pro-
vide a buffer between the native population of the plains and the
incoming settlers from Ontario and elsewhere. Its earliest efforts
were to be directed against American-based whisky traders,
whose operations in Canada's remote unsettled lands were
threatening the welfare of the natives and mocking the
Dominion’s sovereignty over lands it could not police. The first
administrative headquarters of the North-West Mounted Police
was Lower Fort Garry, a Hudson's Bay Company post of declin-
ing commercial importance in Manitoba. There the first contin-
gent of 150 men received basic training and the weaknesses
caused by hasty recruitment of inexperienced men were ironed
out over the winter of 1873-74. At Lower Fort Garry plans were
made to outfit the force for its long march to the foothills of the
Rockies. In June 1874 the first contingent moved south to join at
Fort Dufferin, Manitoba, the second contingent, which had been
trained in Toronto.

Submitted for publication 1972, by Philip Goldring, National His-
toric Parks and Sites Branch, Ottawa.
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Introduction

In the autumn of 1873, 150 men gathered at Lower Fort Garry to
train as the first contingent of Canada’s new police force for the
Northwest Territories.

They were mostly young, healthy and enthusiastic. Some were
veterans of the Red River Expeditionary Force of 1870; a few
were professional soldiers; but many more were fresh from the
farms and commercial establishments of central and eastern Can-
ada. Many were unprepared for the rigorous training and harsh
climate they encountered at the Stone Fort and equally unpre-
pared for the hardships of police life on the western plains.

The recruits were supposed to be good horsemen, but only a
few could ride. All were supposed to be fit, but 19 were given
medical discharges after two months' training. They were sup-
posed to represent all the provinces, apart from the one in which
they were initially stationed, but most of the Quebec recruits de-
serted or were discharged in the first six months; the recruiters
had been hasty and careless. Recruits were supposed to serve for
at least three years, but by the autumn of 1876, more than half
had gone — quit, discharged or died.

They had come in answer to a hasty call from the Dominion
government, which was anxious to defend and promote Canada’s
peaceful occupation of an immense and remote territory, recently
acquired by purchase but still not connected to Canada by senti-
ment or by trade. The men who arrived at Lower Fort Garry in the
last, freezing weeks of 1873 became the nucleus of the early
North-West Mounted Police, a tough, disciplined body of police-
men who vitally assisted the westward expansion of Canada.

The creation of the North-West Mounted Police in 1873 was a
logical sequel to the establishment of a Canadian form of govern-
ment in Manitoba. Canada’s possession of the soil had been
guaranteed by purchase from the Hudson's Bay Company nego-
tiated in 1869 and by treaties with the Indians in 1871. Adminis-
trators in Winnipeg and Ottawa could now turn their attentions be-
yond the river lots and new settlement grants of the tiny province
toward the spacious Northwest Territories.

This was a troubled realm. Traditional warfare persisted among
the Indian tribes, particularly the Cree and Blackfoot. The en-
croachment of settlement, so graphically forecast at Lower Fort
Garry by the Dominion'’s first western Indian treaty, left Métis and
Indians apprehensive about their future and hastened the move-
ment of Métis from their farms in Manitoba to the still-unsurveyed
upper reaches of the Saskatchewan River. Finally, the deteriorat-
ing prospects of the natives were being further undermined by
American-based whisky traders who generated unrest and dissi-
pated the tribes of the southwestern part of the territories, nick-

named the ""Whoop-Up Country.” Politicians in far-off Ottawa
found it difficult to envisage the fragility of the situation, but Lieu-
tenant Governor Morris, the head of government both in Manitoba
and the Territories, was under no illusions. '‘The most important
matter of the future is the preservation of order in the North
West,”' he wrote in the first days of 1873. *'The Dominion will have
to maintain both a military & police force for years to come.”
Then the prosaic Morris drove his point home in a rare flash of im-
agery: “‘Little as Canada may like it she has to stable her
elephant.”!

Stable it she did. The major achievement of Sir John A.
Macdonald’s government during its last months, while it struggled
under the shadow of the Pacific Scandal, was to create the North-
West Mounted Police. This force, hastily recruited from all the
provinces, provided stablehands for Canada'’s first efforts to care
for her elephant. Their story is part of the record of Lower Fort
Garry, for 150 of these police were sworn in and trained at the
Lower Fort before they joined an equal number of their comrades
at Dufferin to begin the epic trek westward into the Whoop-Up
country.?



The Origins of the Mounted Police Force

|

“Come what may, there must be a military body, or, at all events,
a body with military discipline, at Fort Garry; . . . the best force
would be Mounted Riflemen, trained to act as cavalry but also in-
structed in the rifle exercise.” So, in 1869, Sir John A. Macdonald
expressed the idea which was the genesis of the Mounted
Police.’

It is likely that the Canadian government realized the necessity for
a Dominion police in the Northwest from the moment it negotiated
for possession of that territory, but the first reference to police in
Macdonald'’s correspondence comes in mid-December 1869,
very shortly after a body of Métis stopped Lieutenant Governor
William McDougall at the American frontier and forbade him to
pass. Immediately the prime minister wrote to the hapless gover-
nor, '‘Have you taken any steps yet to organize a Mounted Po-
lice?...Youcan...be organizing a plan for a semi-military
body."” The type of police which Macdonald outlined was a cross
between the Royal Irish Constabulary and the native regiments of
the British Army in India. The force was to have a mixed racial
character: "'pure whites & British & French Half-Breeds' were to
be carefully mixed in the different troops of the force so that no
one element would predominate. Macdonald clearly underesti-
mated the depth of the chasm between the Métis and the Domin-
ion, for he confidently anticipated that there would be no need to
send a military force to the newly acquired territory. *'The cost of
sending a Military force will be so enormous, that . . . it would be a
pecuniary gain to spend a considerable amount of money in
averting the necessity by buying off the insurgents."’”

The Métis proved impossible to buy. Loyalty to their people and
to their past ran too deep for them to throw in their lot with a
strange new government. The intransigence of their resistance
under Louis Riel and the resultant creation of Manitoba as a prov-
ince induced the Dominion government to shelve plans for a
locally recruited police. Tentative efforts to recruit a mounted po-
lice force in Ontario early in 1870 likewise came to naught, and
the government put together a purely military expeditionary force.
One imperial infantry battalion and two specially recruited militia
battalions — the Ontario and Quebec Rifles — were dispatched to
Red River in the summer of 1870. Their principal purpose was to
restore and then to preserve order in the settled area of what be-
came Manitoba, and it proved convenient to leave them there for
some years as a buffer between rowdy elements of the old and
‘the new populations of the province.® Yet it remained clear to
Macdonald that a different sort of force must be raised as soon as

circumstances north and west of Manitoba demanded an effec-
tive agency for enforcing the law. For the first several years,
therefore, the militia served as a stopgap in Manitoba while the
rest of the Northwest was without effective law enforcement.
Macdonald never abandoned his idea for a mounted police
force although he continued to defer it until it appeared more ur-
gently necessary. Manitoba, as a province, was responsible for its
own law enforcement and Macdonald envisaged the proposed
mounted force primarily as a buffer between migratory Indians
and settlers who had yet to arrive. Late in 1871, he wrote to Gil-
bert McMicken at Fort Garry,
There must be a Mounted Police Force, say of 50 men, well se-
lected and fully organized. Such a force could be sent at a
moment’s notice at any time on the Plains, when wanted. | look
forward with some anxiety to a conflict between the Indians and
the new settlers who will scatter over the Saskatchewan Valley
next year. An infantry force will be of little value in preventing
such encounters.*
Political violence in Manitoba showed the continued need for a
substantial militia force there and the anticipated rush of settlers
proved an illusion; Macdonald continued to procrastinate in with-
drawing the militia and organizing the police.® It was April 1873
before he took any positive steps toward creating the police force
which he had first envisaged more than three years earlier.

I

Meanwhile, pressure mounted in the West in favour of the imme-
diate organization of a police force. Lieutenant Governor Archi-
bald sent out Captain William F. Butler to investigate conditions
west of Manitoba.® Butler's colourful report emphasized the need
for a mounted force though he suggested a military body, not po-
lice. His judgement was corroborated the following year by a re-
port from Colonel P. Robertson-Ross, the adjutant general of
Canada's militia and permanent force. Butler, Robertson-Ross
and other observers were really only repeating a series of com-
monplace notions about the administration of the Northwest.
These early recommendations differed from Macdonald'’s publicly
expressed views in only two respects, first in assuming the use of
military garrisons rather than police detachments, and second in
believing that these detachments should be deployed instantly.
Macdonald was skeptical of the military and felt that the militia at
Fort Garry would be quite sufficient for the time being. When
white settlers were actually living close to Indians in the territory,
then friction might develop beyond the effective range of the Man-
itoba garrison.



Macdonald'’s views were soon subjected to strong criticism
from Alexander Morris, who had replaced Archibald as lieutenant
governor at the end of 1872. Morris was often regarded as an
alarmist, inclined to exaggerate all the problems of his realm and
indifferent to the Dominion’s need to balance strict economy
against the supposed requirements of the territories. It is true that
he viewed the future of Canada with unbounded optimism, yet he
was inclined-to paint each practical administrative problem in the
gloomiest possible colours. By 1873, however, he was not far
from the truth in believing that the future of the territories de-
pended on swift and effective enforcement of the law. *‘The pres-
ence of a force,” he wrote in January, “‘will prevent the possibility
of such a frightful disaster as befell Minnesota & which without it,
might be provoked at any moment.’’”

At length, Macdonald was convinced that it would be well to
prepare for a force beyond the borders of Manitoba and he began
to draft legislation to cover the complex problems of administering
the laws of the Northwest Territories. (These laws, framed by the
territorial council at Fort Garry, were enacted by order in council
in Ottawa.) Early in May Macdonald introduced in the House of
Commons the Bill commonly referred to as the '"Mounted Police
Act.” Although the bulk of this Bill concerned the Mounted Police,
its full contents were enumerated in its title: “*An Act Respecting
the Administration of Justice, and for the Establishment of a Po-
lice Force in the North-West Territories.” The two main sections
of the Bill were closely related, since the senior officers of the po-
lice force were also to be stipendiary magistrates and as such
would not only preserve order, but would also administer justice
in accordance with the judicial provisions of the Act. The second
part of the legislation outlined the structure, powers and duties of
the force, and established basic qualifications for policemen.
They were to be "‘of a sound constitution, able to ride, active and
able-bodied, of good character, and between the ages of eight-
een and forty years.” Recruits were to be literate in either French
or English. The act authorized a force of up to 300 men, plus of-
ficers, but specified that the full strength need not be raised until
the governor-in-council saw fit. Macdonald, introducing this legis-
lation to the frugal Parliament, noted that he did not intend to ap-
point anywhere near the authorized number “at first or for a long
time yet,”" and in reply to a question from the opposition, con-
firmed that after the creation of the police, the militia force at Fort
Garry would be reduced *'by degrees.” The Act received royal
assent on 23 May.8
The passage of the Mounted Police Act wrought a sudden
change in one part of the Department of Justice in Ottawa. Hith-
erto the Dominion Police Office had been a small, quiet branch of

the department where the files were encumbered by nothing
more than the regular reports of the commissioner and his two
constables. Then a remarkable transformation took place. Early in
April, when word leaked out among the government'’s friends that
the force for the Northwest was soon to be organized, letters of
application began to trickle in from across Ontario. When Mac-
donald introduced his Bill in the Commons, the trickle became a
steady stream, and the deputy minister, Colonel Bernard, was as-
signed to handle the flow of applications. Retired soldiers, restless
young militia officers and sons or acquaintances of Conservative
stalwarts pressed their claims upon the prime minister. Most sup-
plied letters of reference praising their moral, military or political
virtues. (One Captain Crozier of Belleville applied offering good
Conservative credentials; after the change of government in No-
vember 1873, he'applied again, recommended by Liberals. He
was appointed in time to join the training camp at Lower Fort Gar-
ry.) A disproportionate number of applicants sought staff or desk
jobs, and a few considered themselves well-qualified to command
the force. Among these was Captain Butler. *'| am now about to
proceed to England with the intention of joining the Expedition at
present being organised against the Kingdom of Ashanta [sic],”
he wrote, ‘‘but as that Expedition is expected to finish its labours
before the close of Winter | will, if still fit for service, be ready to
move on the Saskatchewan early in the Spring.’’ Other, less col-
ourful, applications for command came from a retired British cap-
tain living near Toronto and from an Ottawa resident who claimed
to have commanded mounted police in India.®

All these applications, together with others from tradesmen
who sought contracts to equip the force, apparently received
some consideration though most, no doubt, were acknowledged
in the succinct form noted on the cover of one file: ""Answer —
making no promise JAMD."" There were exceptions; as early as
28 May 1873 Colonel Bernard noted on one file, 'Sir J. promised
an app[ointmen]t.”” This was the application of Major Walsh of
Prescott, who subsequently had a distinguished career in the
force.'® But for the most part, Macdonald was in no hurry to make
promises, whether the applicant asked for command, for a com-
mission, or simply for enlistment in the lower ranks.

In fact, the Macdonald government had other, more pressing
matters on its mind during the summer months of 1873. The plan-
ned Pacific Railroad and the fate of the ministry itself hung in the
balance while inquiries proceeded into the government’s alleged
corruption in seeking funds for the 1872 election. Macdonald
worried a great deal about some of the disclosures and, worrying,
he drank. Even if he had been sober and able to give his full atten-
tion to the police, he had not yet found a commander for the
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1 Sir George A. French (1841-94) was whisky-trading posts near the Rocky

granted leave from the Royal Artillery Mountains. In 1876 he resigned from
to become the first full-time commis- the force to return to the army. (Public
sioner of the North-West Mounted Po- Archives Canada.)

lice in December 1873. He com-
manded the force on its famous
march in 1874 from Manitoba to the

1



force. He had earlier favoured Captain Cameron, a young impe-
rial officer and a son-in-law of Charles Tupper: **As one can do a
good natured thing for a friend without injuring the public service,
we may as well embrace the opportunity.”'" But by 1873 Cam-
eron was employed with the boundary commission and other
candidates had presented themselves. Macdonald was anxious to
enlist the services of Colonel J.C. McNeill, an imperial officer who
had been in Canada in the early 1870s, but McNeill, like Butler,
had joined the expedition to West Africa and was not available.'?
The people of Red River had their own opinions about the com-
mand of the force and a faction pressed for the appointment of a
French officer. This group was represented, rather improbably, by
two Scottish traders, A.G.B. Bannantyne and the aging Andrew
McDermott. Their first choice was Louis de Plainval, a colourful
and erratic young Frenchman who had come to the West with the
expeditionary force of 1870 and had remained to command the
small and ineffectual provincial police force. When he left the
scene midway through 1873, Bannantyne and McDermott turned
their endorsement to Major L.M. Voyer, formerly of the Quebec
Rifles.'3 Their wishes were frustrated, however, by Macdonald’s
continuing determination to appoint, if possible, an imperial
officer.

This determination to have a British officer in command was
part of a fairly comprehensive idea of the force which Macdonald
had formulated. Macdonald never spelled his idea out at any one
time, but the outlines of it may be gleaned from a number of
sources, notably the prime minister’s remarks to Parliament when
he introduced the Mounted Police Act, and his correspondence
with the governor general and the lieutenant governor of the terri-
tories up to the end of September 1873. Macdonald's plan was to
have a mounted force of 150 to 200 men (under the direction of
the justice department, not the militia) in the Northwest by the
summer of 1874. The men would be recruited in the four eastern
provinces and would train in Ontario during the winter of
1873-74, and then would go west as soon as the Dawson Road
was open. At the same time, part of the militia was to be with-
drawn from Fort Garry. Eventually the police force would be
raised to its full strength of 300 men and, when the need for a
special force at Winnipeg had passed, the militia would be further
reduced.

If such a program was to succeed, creation of the police force
had to begin in the summer of 1873. Despite various setbacks,
the timetable was met; organization was under way by the end of
August. The obstacles were considerable as the government
struggled under the burden of disclosures and accusations con-
cerning the Pacific Scandal (or Pacific Slander, as stout defend-

ers of Macdonald called it). Macdonald wasted much of the sum-
mer in a stupor and little was accomplished until the prime
minister was prodded awake by the need to meet Parliament. For-
tuitously this coincided with the arrival of a number of dark re-
ports from the conscientious lieutenant governor of the Northwest
Territories.

Throughout the summer, Morris had expressed his displeasure
at Macdonald's avowed intention of enlisting only 150 or 200 po-
licemen, and painted a grim picture of affairs in the territories. He
was particularly concerned about the southwestern corner where,
he had just learned, American-based traders were plying a rich
trade in whisky with the Indians. Morris was deeply apprehensive
about the effects of this debilitation on tribes already weakened
by the starvation which had been experienced in many camps the
previous winter. He particularly feared the possibility of an out-
break of hostilities by the Blackfoot, a tribe which he estimated to
contain perhaps as many as 10,000 warriors. These were living in
dangerous proximity to the American traders, beyond the influ-
ence of the Canadian government or even of the Hudson's Bay
Company although they were well within Canadian territory. Mor-
ris, insisting that he was not an alarmist, urged the government to
avert the possibility of an Indian war which might at any time
break out, either between traditionally hostile native tribes or
against white settlement.'® At last, in mid-August, Morris's sense
of urgency provoked a serious discussion of northwestern affairs
in the Dominion cabinet.

Early in August the minister of the interior, Alexander Campbell,
received a dispatch from Morris which Campbell misconstrued as
a request to send troops immediately to the Blackfoot country.
Campbell was infected with Morris's concern and asked the cabi-
net to sanction the dispatch of 150 soldiers from Manitoba to the
whisky post of Fort Whoop-Up; he also proposed to recruit
enough men to bring the Fort Garry detachment back up to full
strength.'® This idea received some consideration before the cab-
inet rejected it. Concentration of such a large number of troops in
one small part of the territories would involve enormous expense
without affording protection to most of the region. Nonetheless,
Campbell’s suggestion must have moved Macdonald to sit down
and commit to paper his preparations for the organization of a
mounted police. Parliament was prorogued on 13 August and
Macdonald drafted an order in council authorizing the creation of
a 300-man force. This was introduced in council on 27 August.'”
The whole question of the police force had never evoked much
excitement outside the Northwest and the justice department it-
self, but the government’s organ in the capital, the Ottawa Daily
Citizen, trumpeted the birth of the force on 28 August, reporting
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the introduction of the order in council and declaring that the
force was ‘‘to be organized immediately.”' '8

1]

Morris could take credit for the fact that his dispatches on the
state of affairs in the territories had prompted the government to
take immediate action. A delay of a few weeks longer might have
seen the force lost in the flurry of activity surrounding the
ministry’s collapse on 3 November. There was little public reac-
tion to the announcement of the formation of the force, beyond a
brief rumour that the command would be offered to Captain
Butler.'® The government’s decision passed with little public no-
tice beyond a few terse lines in the Citizen, which found further
justification for the government'’s policy in reporting a hideous in-
cident which might have been prevented had the force been es-
tablished a year earlier. This news concerned the Cypress Hills
massacre, the killing of 20 or more Assiniboines on Canadian soil
in a drunken clash between the Indians and a party of white trad-
ers and wolf-hunters from the United States.

If the Republic cannot teach its subjects to respect law it is time
that the Dominion should . . . . Vigorous action on the part of our
government in this direction may save us future trouble not only
from the lawless citizens of the neighbouring country, but also
from the North West Indians who will not be slow to defend them-
selves if the Dominion Government should appear to them inca-
pable or unwilling to afford them protection. The organizing of the
Mounted Police Force, which as we announced yesterday, will be
commenced at once, may prevent a repetition of the disgraceful
scene to which our despatch from Fort Garry refers.?0

Reports of the killings reached Ottawa too late to play any role in
the decision to organize the force, but did have some bearing on
the manner in which the police were recruited and trained.?!

The shape of the embryonic force was determined by the order
in council of 30 August. The men would be divided into six troops
or divisions designated by the letters ““A™ to "'F.”" Each division
was to be commanded by a superintendent and inspector, as-
sisted by two officers with the rather confusing titles of superin-
tendent and sub-inspector. A commissioner would command the
entire force. The noncommissioned officers were to be one *‘chief
constable to rank as Sergeant-Major’" in each division and one
constable for every ten ordinary sub-constables. The administra-
tive structure of the force in the field was to be kept as simple as
possible; one man was to serve as paymaster and quartermaster
of the entire force, with only one constable in each division to as-
sist him. No administrative structure in Ottawa was created at this
time; the organization of the police was undertaken initially by

Macdonald himself with the assistance of the militia staff and the
two senior men in his department, Hewitt Bernard and Hugh Rich-
ardson. Afterwards, a full-time comptroller was appointed.

Salaries for officers were reasonably generous, ranging from
$1,000 a year for sub-inspectors to $2,000 for the commissioner.
Constables would receive one dollar a day; sub-constables’ pay
was fixed at 75 cents. The latter salaries were not as meagre as
they might sound, for the lower ranks were also to receive
“rations, barrack or other lodging accommodation and Medical
attendance free; and such clothing as may from time to time be
fixed by Order in Council.” The act authorized the appointment of
a surgeon for the force, but Macdonald decided that since the po-
lice were to be ‘‘scattered in small parties over the North-West,
one Surgeon at Head Quarters would be of comparatively little
use to the Force as a whole.” Instead, local medical men would
be engaged as needed.

In a circuitous way, the Cypress Hills incident affected one im-
portant part of Macdonald'’s plan — the training of the force in On-
tario. At first Macdonald had taken the massacre in stride, ap-
pointing a special commissioner to inquire into the matter and
extradite the offenders from the United States;?? then he reverted
to the important work of organizing the mounted police. The mas-
sacre stirred up even less public interest than the formation of the
police, but it did offer Macdonald a chance to appeal in stronger
terms for the services of an imperial officer. *'This Indian massa-
cre at Fort Benton [sic] shows the necessity of our losing no time
in organizing the Mounted Police,"" he wrote to the governor gen-
eral. Then he made his pitch: “‘May | ask you if you thought of
writing to the Horse Guards to get the service of the Commis-
sioner of Police recognized as Military Service? If this were ac-
corded to us, our range of choice would be considerably
enlarged.’ 23 But Macdonald was still obviously not as alarmed
about the massacre as Morris, for he wrote in answer to the
latter’s plea that the police should be sent immediately, “‘Our
present idea is to drill them all winter here, and send them up,
with their horses as soon as the Dawson route is open in the
Spring. Do not you think, on consideration, that that is by far the
best plan?'’2* Morris most definitely did not think so and stepped
up his attacks on the prime minister’'s more optimistic view of the
situation.

In every rumour, in every hindrance to his administration, Mor-
ris saw a threat of Indian warfare or of renewed Métis resistance;
his gloomy reports became shrill and impassioned pleas for help,
from either police or militia reinforcements. Finally, amid vague
reports that the Métis were conspiring to prevent the signing of
further treaties between the Canadian government and the Indi-
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