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/Abstract 

The papers printed in this report were, with the exception of 

"North-West Mounted Police Finances, 1873-1875", prepared for 

inclusion in a guidebook for the interpretive staff of Fort 

Walsh National Historic Park. As presented here, the papers 

have been slightly revised and, in the case of "The North­

west Mounted Police at Fort Walsh: A Statistical Study", 

extended in scope. The paper "North-West Mounted Police 

Finances, 1873-1885" was prepared as part of a projected series 

of papers on the economic and social history of the force 

prior to 1885. 

"Early Exploration and Settlement in the Cypress Hills 

Area" deals with white penetration of the Cypress Hills area 

prior to the establishment of Fort Walsh. "Fort Walsh and its 

Economy" provides a general background on the growth of the 

village of Fort Walsh and its commercial and social facilities. 

It discusses in detail the activities of the two major firms 

in the village, I.G. Baker and Company and T.C. Power and 

Company, the transportation system which linked the village 

to eastern Canada and the role of the federal government in 

the village's economy. Two papers, "Crime, Law Enforcement 

and Indians at Fort Walsh" and "The North-West Mounted Police 

and Indian Policy at Fort Walsh" are closely linked. The 

first examines the nature of crime generally at Fort Walsh 

and the particular problems of persuading the Indians and 

Métis to accept Canadian law. The second examines the role 

of the police in implementing Canada's broader Indian policy. 

"The North-West Mounted Police at Fort Walsh: A Statistical 

Study" attempts to establish a cultural profile of the officers 
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and men of the force by quantifying data such as birthplace, 

religion and occupation of members and, on the basis of this 

profile, to evaluate their impact on society at Fort Walsh. 

The final paper "North-West Mounted Police Finances, 1873-85" 

analyzes N.-W.M.P. finances according to the amount spent on 

various categories of goods and services. 
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The following abbreviations have been used in the endnotes to 

designate different archives: 

MSHS Montana State Historical Society, Helena, Montana 
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All references to the annual reports of the North-West 

Mounted Police are to the facsimile editions of these reports 
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of the Activities of the Royal North-West Mounted Police Force 

from 1874-1881 and Settlers and Rebels, Being the Official 
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West Mounted Police Force from 1882-1885, introduction by 

Commissioner W.L. Higgitt, R.C.M.P. (Toronto: 1973). 

References to the reports are usually abbreviated as N.-W.M.P., 

Annual Report, plus the year of the report. 
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Early Exploration and Settlement in the Cypress Hills Area 

One of the more popular traditions surrounding the early years 

of the North West Mounted Police is that on its original trek 

west in 18 74 it entered a terra incognita, unknown to any but 

the Indians. To the extent that the southwestern Canadian 

prairies, "Whoop-Up Country", were not known in eastern Canada 

and were not even well known in Manitoba this tradition is 

accurate. However, what is often forgotten is that the Whoop-

Up country had been known to a small number of white fur 

traders and Métis hunters for nearly seventy years and that 

the Cypress Hills probably had small Métis settlements in them 

at least ten years prior to the arrival of the police in 1875. 

Exploration 

The earliest white explorer known to have entered in the 

Whoop-Up country was Anthony Henday of the Hudson's Bay 

Company who, in 1754, travelled from the North Saskatchewan 

River west to the foothills of the Rocky Mountains and then 

south to the valley of the Red Deer River. In the spring of 

1755 he travelled down the Red Deer to its junction with the 

South Saskatchewan (about 100 miles north of the Cypress Hills) 

and then down the Saskatchewan and Hayes Rivers to York Factory. 

During the next forty years there is no record of white 

or Métis travel on the upper South Saskatchewan although 

there were evidently posts, notably South Branch House, built 

below the Elbow. During this period the fur traders, 

especially those of the North West Company, explored the entire 

North Saskatchewan system as well as much of the Mackenzie 

River system and parts of what is now British Columbia. This 

1 



comparative neglect of the southern plains area probably stems 

from the fact that the traders were chiefly interested in 

beaver pelts and the best beaver country was in the well-watered 

northern forests. Another possible reason for the neglect of 

the plains region was the reputed hostility of the plains 

Indians, especially the Blackfoot Confederacy. 

The first trading post in what may be considered the 

vicinity of the Cypress Hills was built at the junction of 

the Red Deer and South Saskatchewan in 1800. There were in 

fact three posts, built by the competing fur companies: the 

Hudson's Bay Company, the North West Company and the XY 

Company. Only the name of the Hudson's Bay Company post, 

Chesterfield House, has survived. Chesterfield House was 

built and managed by Peter Fidler who remained there during 

the winters of 1800-1801 and 1801-1802. Although Fidler left 

the post in 1802, it evidently remained open for several 

years, probably until 1805, when it was finally abandoned, 

evidently because of the hostility of the Indians. 

During the period he was at Chesterfield House Fidler 

kept a journal in which he made at least two references to a 

hill about 80 miles south of his post which he called "I-ah-

Kim-me-coo Hill". On one occasion he noted that a party of 

12 Iroquois and two Canadian free traders who were on their 

way to the Hill to trap beaver had been killed by Fall 

Indians. On another occasion he noted that some members of 

his own party had gone to the Hill to collect pine resin to 

caulk his canoes. These two references are the first known 

references to the Cypress Hills and may be considered as 

marking their discovery by whites. 

Following the abandonment of Chesterfield House about 

1805, the Hills were not visited by whites, so far as is 

known, for 17 years. In 1822, following the union of the 

Hudson's Bay Company and the North West Company, a large 

expedition of about 100 men was organized under Donald 

Mackenzie to explore the possibility of reopening trade in 
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the southern plains. The expedition established a post near 

the old site of Chesterfield House. 

During the winter a group of trappers under John Harriott 

travelled south from the post to the Cypress Hills and then 

to the Sweetgrass Hills in search of beaver but the results 

were disappointing, as were the results of other expeditions 

from the post, and in the spring the post was abandoned. 

Following this unfruitful expedition the Hudson's Bay 

Company lost interest in the southern plains and made no 

attempt to establish a post there for 50 years. 

During the years when Canadian fur companies were 

approaching the Cypress Hills from the north, American 

traders were making advances from the south via the Missouri 

River. Although the French and later the Spanish had known 

of the Missouri and traded on its lower reaches, there is no 

record of whites travelling on its upper reaches until the 

Lewis and Clarke expedition of 1804-1806. The expedition 

travelled up the Missouri, crossed the mountains and reached 

the Pacific; it then returned by the same route. Following 

this expedition American traders began to penetrate the 

Upper Missouri. Although the trade was never monopolized 

by a single firm, one firm, the Missouri Fur Company of St. 

Louis, led by Manuel Lisa, dominated it until 1820 when Lisa 

died. After his death the area came under the dominance of 

John Jacob Astor's American Fur Company which remained the 

most important firm on the Missouri until the end of the fur 

trade era. (By fur trade is meant the trade in fine furs, 

especially beaver; the trade in buffalo robes and hides was 

a later development). 

Both the Missouri Fur Company and the American Fur 

Company based their trade on posts on the Missouri, first at 

posts near the confluence of the Yellowstone and the Missouri. 

Later, posts were established further upstream; one of these, 

Fort McKenzie a few miles above the junction of the Marias 

and the Missouri, dominated the trade on the upper river from 
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about 1832 until the mid-40's when it was abandoned. Although 

there is no record of men from Fort McKenzie or its subsidiary 

posts visiting the Cypress Hills which were only 100 miles 

away, it is almost certain that some of the furs traded on 

the Missouri came from the Hills and it is probable that some 

of the traders and trappers actually visited them. In any 

event they could hardly have been unaware of their existence. 

The 1850's witnessed a surge of scientific interest in 

the northern great plains. Within a period of 10 years three 

major expeditions visited the area; two of these, a British 

expedition under Captain John Palliser and an American 

expedition under Isaac Stevens, Governor of Washington 

Territory, actually entered the Hills. 

The American expedition, commonly known as the American 

Exploring Expedition, was one of several American expeditions 

which were sent out in 18 53 to select a route for a railroad 

to the Pacific. It travelled overland from St. Paul, Minnesota 

to Fort Benton, Montana, which had been founded in 1847. One 

of the expedition's tasks was to establish friendly relations 

with tribes along the route of the proposed railway and to 

sign treaties with them if possible. While he was at Fort 

Benton Stevens sent J.M. Stanley, an artist with the party, 

to the Cypress Hills to meet with the Piegans who were 

reported to be camped there. Stanley travelled via the Sweet 

Grass Hills to the Cypress Hills where he found the camp and 

persuaded it to return to Fort Benton for talks with Stevens. 

During the fall and winter of 1853 other members of the 

expedition explored the area south and west of the Hills. 

They reported that American fur traders operated a wintering 

post on the Milk River near the border and another on the 
2 Marias River. 

The other expedition which visited the Cypress Hills, 

the Palliser expedition, travelled over almost all of the 

Canadian prairies between 1857 and 1859. Travelling from 

Edmonton in 1859 the party arrived in the Hills in July. 
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Although Palliser was impressed with the Hills, calling them 

an "oasis in the desert" he did not remain in them for long, 

largely because the members of the party feared the Indians 

in the neighbourhood. The party left the area early in August 

and travelled west to the Porcupine Hills where it split up, 

some members going south to Fort Benton, some west to the 
3 

mountains and some north to Edmonton. 

By 1860, well before the police marched west, the Cypress 

Hills area was known, although sketchily, to whites and some 

information on the area was available in published form and 

would have been available to the organizers of the march. 

Moreover, by 1873, the Hills were relatively well known to a 

small number of Red River Métis, the very group which was to 

provide the expedition's guides. 

Settlement 

Although it is not mentioned in most accounts of the founding 

of Fort Walsh, there was a small Métis settlement on Battle 

Creek when Major Walsh and "B" Division arrived in June 1875 

and it is possible that its presence influenced his choice 

of the site of the Fort. This settlement, and the others 

scattered throughout the Hills, were the result of a process 

which had begun at least fifty years before. 

The main settlement and the heartland of the Métis 

people before 1870 was the Red River Settlement. The first 

post at the forks of the Red and the Assiniboine was built 

by La Verendrye in 173 8 but after he left the west the site 

was abandoned. At the beginning of the nineteenth century 

it was re-occupied by the North West Company, and later by 

the Hudson's Bay Company, both of which used it as a centre 

for collecting the pemmican used by their fur brigades. The 

demand for pemmican by the companies was so great that as 

early as 1815 there was a shortage of buffalo in the immediate 

vicinity of the settlement. By 182 0 the shortage had become 
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sufficiently serious that a large hunt was organized which 

travelled some distance west and south, evidently beyond the 

Pembina Hills, in search of buffalo. Following 1820 the hunt 

was formed on a regular basis, usually one hunt in the summer 

and one in the fall. Under pressure from the hunt the 

frontier beyond which buffalo normally were found retreated 

westward until by the 1850's the hunt was travelling well 
4 

into what is now Saskatchewan before finding large herds. 

To avoid the long journey some of the Red River Métis began 

to winter in sheltered valleys west of the Red River, first 

at Portage la Prairie on the Assiniboine River and St. Joseph 

near the Turtle Mountains, then at Qu'Appelle and Wood 

Mountain. By the I860's the more daring hunters were winter­

ing in the Cypress Hills. 

The "hivernants" or "winterers" were basically buffalo 

hunters but most of them also engaged in trading; for some 

of them trading became more important than hunting. Although 

they were not farmers, a few of the hivernants kept small 

herds of cattle or sheep, some had vegetable gardens and a 

few grew some grain. 

Very little specific information is available on the 

hivernants who settled in the Cypress Hills. It is known that 

there were at least three major settlements: one near present 

day East End; one at Four Mile, about four miles north-east of 

the site of Fort Walsh; and one at the Head of the Mountain, 

near present day Elkwater. The settlement at the Head of the 

Mountain was occupied in 18 66 and may have been used as early 

as 1860. The one at Four Mile was established in 1873 or 

18 74. There is no definite information on when the settlement 

at East End was established; however it almost certainly pre­

dated Fort Walsh for Metis from Wood Mountain were wintering 

on the Whitemud River (which flows through East End) south east 

of the Hills as early as 1870 and when Isaac Cowie established 

a trading post near East End in 1871 he was joined by several 

Métis traders. 
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In addition to these three major settlements there were 

probably small settlements, consisting of only one or two 

cabins scattered throughout the Hills. One example of this 

type was the Edward McKay camp on Battle Creek near where Fort 

Walsh was built. McKay moved his family and employees to 

Battle Creek from an earlier wintering camp near the Elbow of 

the South Saskatchewan in 1372 and established a more or less 

permanent home in the Hills. Basically he was a trader (and 

probably used some whiskey in his trade) but he also followed 

the hunt. He had horses and cattle at Battle Creek and kept 

a garden. He even grew some barley and put up hay. After the 

police arrived, he remained in the settlement as a small trader 

and contractor; at least one of his daughters married into the 

force. 

Whiskey Traders 

Whiskey, or alcohol of some type, especially rum or brandy, 

had always been used in the fur trade, especially in periods 

when competition between rival companies was intense. After 

1821, when the Hudson's Bay Company and the North West 

Company were amalgamated, its use declined; partly because the 

new company had no effective competition and did not have to 

rely on alcohol, and partly because it recognized that excess­

ive consumption of alcohol by the Indians would eventually 

lead to a decline in the fur trade. 

This policy of moderate restraint ended in the late I8601s 

when large numbers of so-called whiskey traders appeared on 

the Canadian prairies. The traders were usually small 

independent traders who, in their concern for quick profits, 

totally ignored the long-term effects of the liquor trade on 

the Indians and on the fur trade. The alcohol, usually 

whiskey, which they used was of the lowest quality, watered 

down and then strengthened with additives such as tobacco, 
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Tabasco, red peppers, Jamaica Ginger, and molasses. 
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It is difficult to explain exactly why the influx of 

whiskey traders took place when it did. A contributing factor 

was probably the declining influence of the Hudson's Bay 

Company. During the 1850's and I860's it was no longer able 

to enforce its monopoly in the southern portion of its 

territory, the drainage systems of the Red and Saskatchewan 

rivers, and independent traders from Red River entered the 

area. Many of these small traders were less scrupulous in 

using alcohol in trade than the old company with its monopoly 

had been. Another factor may have been the end of the Civil 

War in the United States which released a large number of 

footloose, adventurous and aggressive men, many of whom were 

attracted to the Montana gold and silver mines. Doubtless 

some of the men who came to Montana to work in the mines 

ended up in the whiskey trade. A third reason for the in­

crease in the whiskey trade may have been a change in the fur 

trade which occurred about 1870. Before 1870 there had been 

a small but steady demand for buffalo robes. After 1870 it 

was discovered that buffalo hides were suitable for leather, 

especially industrial leather, and the demand for hides in­

creased tremendously. The opportunity to make a fortune in 

the hide trade may have been sufficiently great to tempt men 

to trade in the Whoop-Up country, an area that produced an 

abundance of buffalo but had few fine fur-bearing animals. 

Finally, during the I860's and 1870's the American authorities 

in Montana made a serious attempt to enforce the laws against 

trading liquor with the Indians. This may have forced whiskey 

traders who had been operating in Montana to move their posts 

to Canada where American authorities could not pursue them 
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and where there were no Canadian authorities at all. 

It should be noted that although the most notorious of 

the whiskey traders, those in the south-western prairies, 

obtained their supplies and much of their capital from Fort 

Benton, the Red River Settlement was also a base of liquor 

trade. Although it is less well known in this respect than 
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