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Fort Walsh: Documents Relating to its Structural History. 

This paper is designed to present the major documents 

currently available for a structural history of Fort Walsh 

and to comment upon them. The comments will be directed 

principally towards establishing the chronological sequence 

in which buildings were constructed, noting the changes they 

underwent, and determining the functions they served. To 

the extent which my experience and the material available 

allow, it will also comment on the construction techniques 

and materials used. It will not, except in a few cases, deal 

with interiors or interior furnishings. 

This paper is intended as a working document and I hope 

it will elicit comments from other members of the team. In 

particular I would appreciate comments from archaeology 

where it can bring evidence to bear on some of the questions 

raised in the paper. 

The paper is divided into three sections, a brief con­

clusion, and an appendix. The first section contains 

sketches and photographs of the post, the second contains 

extracts from various documents which relate to its struc­

tural history and the third contains a number of ground plans 

of the post. In each section I have commented on the docu-
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ments to the extent that it seemed necessary and have 

attempted to relate them to other documents in the paper. 

The conclusion consists of a brief chronological, 

structural history of the post. The appendix contains material 

from Canada Sessional Paper #188, 18 79, which is a report on 

the expenditures of the force in 1875, 1876, and 1877 and 

particularly on payments made to I.G. Baker and Company. 

This report could have been included in Section II of this 

paper but because of its length and because it contains a 

great deal of material which does not relate directly to 

Fort Walsh but which would be useful in comparative studies, 

it has been presented as an appendix. 

The format adopted is not the formal report format. The 

disparate documents included in the paper imposed their 

own format and the result, while perhaps not in 

the finest literary tradition, will, I trust, serve the pur­

poses of the paper. The standard National Historic Parks 

and Sites Branch method of providing references has not been 

followed. Because the paper is entirely self-contained in 

terms of documentation a simple alpha-numeric system of 

references has been adopted in which Dl refers to the first 

document in Section II, P4 refers to the fourth photograph in 

Section I and so on. A similar system has been used to iden­

tify various buildings. Thus B3 refers to the superintendent's 

residence at the post; the key to this system is the ground 

plan in the conclusion. 
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For the sake of convenience in identifying photographs 

and plans I have divided the chronological and structural 

history of the fort into three phases. The first phase 

began in 1875 with the construction of the post in the form 

of a rough rectangle. This phase ended and the second began 

when the enclosure which included the commissioner's residence 

was built and the fort assumed an "L" shape. It has not been 

possible to establish exactly when this occurred although 

187 7 is frequently given as a date. The second phase ended 

and the third and final phase began in May 1879 when additions 

were made to the post which made it a quadrilateral, almost 

a square. In establishing this system I have ignored the 

change made in the fort when the north stockade was moved 

about 30 or 40 feet north of its original position partly 

because it is not clear when this change occurred and partly 

because the change had little effect on the post's structural 

history or on its external appearance. 
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Phase I - 1875 t o ca . 1877-1878 
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Phase II - ca. 1877-1878 to May 1879 
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Phase III - May 1879 to June 1883 

Based on the plan attached to J. Sciscenti's memorandum of 

3 April 1975. 
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A note on further sources is in order. Although I 

would not contend that this paper represents the definitive 

collection of source material for a structural history of 

Fort Walsh, it does contain most of the material which is 

available in public institutions. There is, however, the 

possibility that much potentially valuable material remains 

in private hands. 

For example, Plan 15 is attached to a record of the 

answers given by one veteran of Fort Walsh to a series of 

questions asked him by J.P. Turner, the R.C.M.P. historian. 

If it is typical of the type of research the R.C.M.P. 

carried out prior to building the remount station it would 

be exceedingly useful to us if we could locate and utilize 

the records of their research. Unfortunately I have not 

been able to do this yet; although I know where the personal 

papers of one of the researchers, Sergeant David Fleming, 

are, they are not open to researchers and I believe that they 

will not be for some years, if ever. 
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Section I: Sketches and Photographs 

There are seven photographs extant which show the exterior 

of Fort Walsh as well as six sketches of it. In addition 

there are two photographs which show the interior of build­

ings within the fort and a number of photographs and one 

sketch which show the facade of various buildings within the 

fort. All of these are reproduced here. 

In dealing with the photographs I have attempted to 

date them as accurately as possible, to comment on the 

structural features which they show, and to relate these 

comments to other evidence on structures at Fort Walsh. In 

this way I hope to show what can be learned from the photos 

and other documentary evidence should it be decided to recon­

struct. In general we can count on the photographs for infor­

mation on masses, relative location and sizes of buildings, 

and on the chronological development of the post. They will 

also provide some detailed information on rooflines and roof­

ing materials but will not, except in one or two cases, 

provide much information on the facades of buildings. The 

first four sketches are particularly valuable because they 

cover the early years of the post's history for which no 

photographs are available. 
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The photographs taken from outside the post are, with 

the exception of P9 and P13, taken from the east or south­

east. P9 is taken from the west and P13 from the north, 

in the village. In considering the matter of direction and 

point of view, one must remember that the east stockade was 

not built on a north-south axis but on a north-northwest -

south-south east axis. 

While one cannot rule out the possibility that the 

photographs in this collection were taken by unidentified 

amateurs it is much more likely that they were taken by one 

or two professional photographers. 

One was W.E. Hook who arrived in Fort Benton, Montana, 

in August 1878 and for several years travelled throughout 

Montana and parts of the North West Territories taking views. 

Little is known of his work in Canada except that he was at 

Fort Macleod in March 1879. F.H. Schofield, whose father 

was at Fort Walsh, believed that Hook also visited Fort Walsh 

and took some views there. While this cannot be verified it 

seems possible that he visited Fort Walsh and if he did, he 

may have been there as early as the fall of 1878. 

The other photographer was T. George N. Anderton. 

Anderton enlisted in the force at Ottawa, 19 July 1876, and 

was discharged at Fort Walsh, 19 July 1879. While it is 

impossible to trace all of his postings while he was a member 

of the force it is known that he was with "F" Division at 

Fort Walsh in November 1878. After his discharge Anderton 
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opened a photographic studio at Fort Walsh; later he moved 

to Medicine Hat and then to Fort Macleod. It is not clear 

whether or not Anderton carried on photography before leaving 

the force. If he did, then he could have been responsible 

for any or all of the photographs in this collection. 

Occasionally the date given under the "Subject" heading 

is different from the date given under the "Date" heading. 

The former is the date assigned by the institution from which 

the photo was obtained; the latter is the date which I have 

concluded is most probable. 

The "Subject" is generally quoted from the description 

given by the institution from which the photograph was ob­

tained. 
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PI Fort Walsh under construction, ca. August 1875. (Glenbow-Alberta Institute). 
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PI 

Reference: Glenbow-Alberta Institute, Photo No. 13,044 

Artist: R.B. Nevitt 

Subject: Fort Walsh under construction 

Date: ca. August 1875 

This sketch is credited to R.B. Nevitt, an assistant surgeon 

in the N.-W.M.P. from 1874 to 1878. Although he was stationed 

at Fort Macleod he was responsible for Fort Walsh and visited 

it at least once. Nevitt sketched and painted in watercolours 

extensively and his sketches of Fort Macleod, Fort Calgary 

and Fort Kipp show an eye for detail which makes one con­

fident of the accuracy of this sketch. 

There is, however, a major difficulty. In most 

cases Nevitt noted the subject of his sketch on the face of 

the sketch or on the back. In this case he did not and the 

title was supplied by Mr. Hugh Dempsey of Glenbow-Alberta 

Institute who based his decision on a comparison of the 

terrain and buildings shown in this sketch with later photo­

graphs of Fort Walsh. Mr. Dempsey1s decision seems valid 

but it is only fair to note that Mr. Ian Maclean and Mr. David 

Fleming, both of Calgary, disagree. Ian Maclean was Park 

Superintendent at Fort Walsh for several years and David 

Fleming was employed at the remount station during the late 

1940s, consequently both are very familar with the area. In 
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addition they are very knowledgeable Fort Walsh buffs. They 

believe that although the landforms shown in the sketch are 

similar to those in the Cypress Hills, they are not the same 

as those immediately to the west of Fort Walsh. It is also 

fair to say that they rejected the sketch as being a repre­

sentation of Fort Walsh under construction because the ground 

plan it shows does not agree with any of the available ground 

plans for Fort Walsh in its first phase. 

I am inclined to accept Mr. Dempsey's view for several 

reasons. First, the terrain shown in this sketch is suffi­

ciently similar to that shown in the photographs of Fort 

Walsh that the sketch cannot be positively rejected on this 

basis. Second, it is virtually certain that Nevitt was at 

Fort Walsh at a time when its construction had reached the 

stage shown in the sketch. This assumption is based on 

documents 1 and 3. D3 is important because it establishes 

that Nevitt was at Fort Walsh in August 1875. Dl is a report 

from Superintendent J.M. Walsh, dated 28 August 1875, on the 

progress of construction at the fort. Nevitt was at Fort 

Walsh at approximately the same time this report was written 

and if he sketched the post at the time his sketch should 

coincide with the details given in Walsh's letter. In gen­

eral this is the case. Walsh speaks of two buildings, 18 ft. 

x 56 ft.; and four buildings, 18 ft. x 3 6 ft., which were 

completed "with the exception of putting in the windows" and 

of stables (he does not specify how many) which were ready 
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for roofing. Assuming there were only two s tables (a reason­

able number for a small post of 30-50 men and probably fewer 

horses) t h i s makes a t o t a l of e ight bu i ld ings . The Nevitt 

sketch shows eight bu i ld ings , s ix which are apparently com­

p l e t e ; one has a window, the others apparently do not . I t 

a lso shows two buildings which have the walls up but no roofs ; 

these might be the s t a b l e s . I t i s s ign i f i can t tha t one of 

these bui ld ings , B8, i s c lear ly b u i l t with upright logs, 

a technique which the pol ice seem to have used with s tab les 

and workshops but not with residences or storerooms. The 

a rcheo log i s t ' s repor t on whether or not a building b u i l t with 

upright logs ever occupied the area along the western half 

of the south stockade (Phase 1) would be useful in e s t ab l i sh ­

ing the authent ic i ty of th i s sketch. Walsh's repor t also 

mentions tha t t renches were being dug for the stockade; 

these are not evident in Nev i t t ' s sketch unless one assumes 

tha t the l i ne of shading between B8 and Bl i s the backf i l l 

from a t rench. One f ina l point may be made in support of 

the accuracy of Mr. Dempsey's i den t i f i c a t i on of th i s sketch. 

The ground plan shown in th i s sketch i s subs tan t i a l ly the 

same as t h a t shown in P2, a sketch which was drawn a t most 

eight months a f t e r the post was b u i l t . 

If the au then t ic i ty of the Nevitt sketch i s accepted i t 

wi l l involve s ign i f i can t revis ion in the s t r u c t u r a l chronology 

of the post as i t i s portrayed in plans 1 and 2, the only plans 

of the post in i t s f i r s t phase. Plans 1 and 2 do not show 
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B6 and B7, and it is probable that they do not show B5 and 

B8, all of which are shown on the Nevitt sketch. Plan 2 does 

not show B2. On the other hand they show B9 (No. 1 Stable) 

as an original building but it does not appear in the Nevitt 

sketch. 

Pi gives a few interesting structural details. All of 

the buildings, except B8 and possibly B5, were built with 

horizontal logs. Bl, B2 and B3 were apparently divided into 

three rooms each. The door at the south end of B7 is a 

feature which is not shown in any other photo or sketch. 

Unfortunately it is not possible to determine, even in 

conjunction with Dl, the function of the various buildings 

shown in PI. However, once all archaeological work is com­

pleted and the dimensions of all buildings on site are 

known, it may be possible to determine the functions of var­

ious buildings by comparing the dimensions discovered by 

archaeology with dimensions given in Dl. 
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P2 Fort Walsh in the Cypress Hills, ca. 1875-76. (Canadian Illustrated News). 


