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Preface 

This report is not the first to deal with an aspect of the 

history of Fort Battleford. In 1965 David Lee's "Report on 

Fort Battleford" appeared in volume number 167 of the manu­

script Report Series. The other, Terry Smythe's "Report on 

Fort Battleford National Historic Park", was also presented 

for the Manuscript Report Series. The present study sub­

stantially expands upon David Lee's work and although it 

does not entirely supercede Terry Smythe's report, it does 

update his structural history. It is hoped that this study 

will make a further contribution through its emphasis on 

the cultural and intellectual influences which underly the 

establishment of Fort Battleford. 

This report will appear in three volumes: The first 

will include an introduction, a structural analysis of the 

buildings at Fort Battleford and a discussion of diagrams, 

plans and photographs; the second will be an annotated col­

lection of photographs, diagrams and plans; and the third, 

a collection of annotated documents. These volumes will be 

the product of ten months spent collecting material, re­

searching and writing. 

I would like to acknowledge those who assisted me in 

the completion of this report. The staffs at the Fort Bat­

tleford Library, the University of Saskatchewan Archives at 

Saskatoon, the Glenbow in Calgary, the Hudson's-Bay Archives 

in Winnipeg and the Public Archives of Canada in Ottawa were 

always helpful. I would like particularly to thank Joe 

Guthrie for his invaluable assistance in identifying the 

v 



VI 

buildings on old photographs, and for kindly giving me an 

interview with him. I would also like to acknowledge Dr. 

F. Pannekoek and Sarah Carter for criticisms of my work. I 

am also grateful to Menno Fieguth who reproduced the photo­

graphs. Also thanks to Judy Gayton who typed and proofread 

this report. 



Introduction 

I 

Fort Battleford is the focal point for a crucial segment of 

western Canadian history. Its significance as a Northwest 

Mounted Police fort grew rapidly up to 1885, then declined 

as the major task of pacifying the native population had 

been completed. The military defeat of this uprising and 

the subsequent humiliation of the Indians and Metis in the 

courts, lessened the importance of the Mounted Police as 

intermediaries between the incoming settlers and the native 

population. Their presence in the West eased the fears of 

some eastern politicians who were worried that disorder on 

the plains might encourage American annexationists and 

threaten the dream of a nation from sea to sea. The influ­

ence of this police force on the society into which it came 

was enormous. Wide powers embodied in "An Act respecting 

the Administration of Justice, and for the Establishment of 

a Police Force in the North-West Territories" in 1873 made 

the Northwest Mounted Police a potent force in moulding the 

political and social ideas of the Territories. These legal 

powers were reinforced by equally intimidating psychological 
2 

and cultural pressures. At the time, it was considered an 

indication of status to be a member of the Northwest Mounted 

Police; many of its members were Canadian-born and drawn 

from the governing elite of eastern Canada who had adopted 
Victorian ideals for direction in cultural and intellectual 

3 
matters. Not all members of the force conformed, however, 
to the image of the English gentleman as is evident from the 

1 



observations of General Middleton who wrote in 18 85 that: 

"....among them are some of the greatest scamps in the coun­

try, broken-down gentlemen who in many cases are called here 

inebriates, being sent here by their friends because no li-
4 

quor is admitted in these territories." Middleton further 

remarked that even though stopping the liquor trade was one 

of its primary functions, the police had "by no means a good 
5 

character for sobriety." 

The Mounted Police as agents of the elite of eastern 

Canada were the forerunners of a society which "at this time 

looked to English society as a model for their life style." 

From this British inspiration, a Canadian imperialism emerged, 

as an anti-intellectual, Victorian spirit which emphasized 
7 

ideas such as liberty and progress. To an imperialist, 
"progress" was associated with the British constitution and 

8 
notions of racial superiority. The idea of liberty embodied 

racial overtones and was regarded as peculiar to certain 

races: "....the Anglo-Saxon race displayed a special genius 

for self-government and political organization [which] seemed 

as undeniable to many English Canadians as did the idea that 

9 

history was the record of progress." These ideas were al­

most certainly influenced by similar superior attitudes the 

British had towards natives in other countries they explored 

and colonized. Social Darwinist themes were common in the 

latter half of the Nineteenth Century and affected the way 

natives were treated by colonizers: 
The decline of aboriginal populations 
during the nineteenth century in New 
Zealand, Hav/aii, Tasmania, America and 
South Africa, with which the British 
Aborigines Protection Society had been 
struggling since 1843 was considered 
again in the light of popular Darwin-
ianism. The principle of survival of 
the fittest seen to be working itself 
out in these regions, was proving con­
clusively that civilized and uncivilized 

2 



races could not mix and in a conflict 
situation the latter must perish. 

These Victorian ideas were introduced to western Canada 

through the Northwest Mounted Police who came to symbolize, 

for many, British concepts of law and justice. The Mounted 

Police were to ensure that the West would become a colony of 

Ontario: "To the Mounted Police, the West represented an op­

portunity to create a new and better version of Eastern 

Canadian society; a chance to prove Canadian institutions 

were fundamentally better than those of the United States." 

The Mounted Police hastened the establishment of a paternal­

istic, hierarchical society of the Upper Canadian Tory tra­

dition rather than of the American reform tradition. These 

traditions brought by the Mounted Police were endorsed by 

P. G. Laurie, an influential journalist who came from eastern 

Canada to establish a newspaper, the Saskatchewan Herald, at 

Battleford in 1878. Laurie, a friend of John Christian 

Schultz and supporter of the Canadian faction at Red River in 

1869, extolled the Mounted Police for casting the form for 

an Anglo-Canadian society. Laurie emphasized in the Herald 

that Indian grievances could not be tolerated unless they 

were voiced through acceptable channels. Though he hoped 

that the destitution of the natives would be alleviated, he 

reacted violently against the Indians and Metis when they 

took matters into their own hands. He demanded that the 

most severe punishments be meted out to the "rebels", which 

would serve as an example for others, and then the rest of 

Canada could see that the West was once again a stable place 
12 to settle. He also saw the Indians as being inherently 

inferior to civilized Anglo-Saxon settlers and being "slow 
13 to adopt a new mode of life". In an article entitled 

"Repatriated Pets", Laurie writes: "The Indian is nothing if 

not a nuisance. The shifts an able bodied one can make to 

get out of work would shame his Jeremy Diddler of a higher 

3 



civilization.... Their [the Indian's] memory is good when a 

benefit is to accrue to themselves, but exceedingly short 

when anything is required at their hands. They remember how 

many horses and cattle the treaty promised them, and insist 

on full count; but they forget that they promised to pay 
14 

up hay for them." 

Laurie praised the work of the Northwest Mounted Police 

in helping to implant in the minds of immigrants ideas which 

would ensure that the west would become a Canadian rather 

than an American society. A "wholistic" society represented 
15 by the Tory tradition could not accept "the practice of 

putting into isolated settlements large bodies of non-English 

speaking aliens". This was a practice which, according to 
1 r 

Laurie, "Always works harm to the country...." For Laurie 

the Northwest Mounted Police, by their example and influence 

over immigrants, were an important factor in "Canadianizing" 

the West. Laurie was adamant on this issue: "This country 

needs men who will adapt themselves to its methods as taught 

by experience and not large bodies of aliens who seek to 

perpetuate in our midst customs and habits unsuitable to it. 

It is better for the immigrant that he should adapt himself 

to the ways of his new surroundings and become a citizen as 
17 

quickly as possible." 
Through his newspaper, Laurie helped to mould the image 

of the Northwest Mounted Policeman for both his local readers 

and those he hoped to attract to the West. The image of the 

virtuous Mounted Policeman remains an important symbol for 
18 

all of Canada. To some degree the untarnished image of 
the Northwest Mounted Policeman was grounded more in myth 

than in reality, as the actions of the Mounties during the 

first two decades at Fort Battleford indicate. 

The large number of Indians in the Battleford area, 

who were drawn to the shelter of the Thickwood and Eagle 

Hills, especially in winter, was one of the major reasons 

4 



for moving the police from the more southerly Swan River post 
19 

to Battleford. So in 1876, shortly after Battleford had 

been declared capital of the Northwest Territories, plans 
20 

were made to establish a major Mounted Police fort there. 

The police would be required to protect new residents and 

expected immigrants; they would also have to deal with dis­

contented Indians, especially those in the retinue of Big 

Bear's band. It would be their job to act as intermediaries 

between the Indians, unfamiliar with and mistrustful of the 

rapidly increasing settlements, and "with a settler popula­

tion, many of whom believed that the only good Indian was a 
21 

dead one." 

The primary concern of the police was with the Indian 

population. Assisting with annuity payments was an impor­

tant function of the Mounties and it was often the first con­

tact that the native population had with the police. In 

18 79 annuity payments were made at Fort Pitt, Standing Lake, 

Duck Lake, Prince Albert and Fort a la Corne. These pay­

ments were often made in difficult and tense circumstances 

as a handful of Mounties distributed supplies to mistrustful, 

often emaciated Indians. For example, in 18 79 two thousand 

Indians of Crée, Saulteaux, Assiniboine, Souix, Sarcee and 

Blood bands began coming to Battleford "in an almost starving 
22 

condition looking for food." Superintendent Walker feared 

at the time that Indians from so many different tribes might 

cause trouble, but the Mounties were able to distribute food 

and supplies efficiently enough to avert any trouble. 

Subduing the Indians and getting them onto reserves as 

soon as possible was a major concern of the Government in 

the late 1870's and early 1880's, and the Northwest Mounted 

Police played a significant role in implementing this policy. 

Indeed, in 1880, Commissioner Irvine wrote, with regard to 

selecting a new headquarters, that a site should be chosen 

"where the presence of the police would further the 
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advancement of civilization, and at the same time materially 

aid the Indian Department in successful adoption and carry-
23 

ing out of the policy of Government." A cursory look at 

statistics in the Northwest Mounted Police Reports in the 

Sessional Papers show that the Mounted Police undertook their 

task as administrators of Government policy with some vigour 

as the arrests in the Battleford area increased in direct 

proportion to the number of police stationed at Fort Battle-

ford. Apprehended disorder among the Indians in the late 

1870's and 1880's up to 1885 saw a gradual increase in the 

force at Fort Battleford: 

1877 14 men 

1879 53 men 

1881 43 men (Ft. Battleford became the 2nd 

largest N.W.M.P. fort) 

1882 58 men 

1883 105 men (2nd largest behind Regina's 162) 

1884 103 men (largest N.W.M.P. post) 

1885 219 men (largest force) 

1886 135 men (2nd largest force but with the 

most patrols) 

1887 59 men (2nd to Regina) 

1888-89.... (5th in size) 

Nov. 1889.. (dropped to 6th in size out of 10 

N.W.M.P. forts.) 

Arrests increased during this period as well: 

1879 5 cases heard 
1880. 37 arrests (11 of these were Indians; 

of these 11 were 8 charges for shooting 
cattle) 

1881 36 arrests (14 were Indians) 

1882 36 arrests (7 Indians and 14 Metis) 

1884 40 arrests (11 Indians) 

1885 132 arrests (71 Indians, 42 Metis) 

1886 30 arrests (none were Indians) 
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1887 28 arrests (none were Indians) 

1888 420 arrests in the Territories, but only 
17 cases were heard from the Battleford 
area (lowest of 8 centres reported) 
and only l of these 17 was an Indian. 

It is difficult to draw any broad conclusions from 

these statistics though it is worth noting that as govern­

ment concern with settling Indians on reserves as quickly as 

possible increased, so arrests increased, indicating the very 

significant part played by the Mounted Police in facilitating 

government policy. These statistics further show the rise of 

Fort Battleford as a Fort of increasing importance until 

the 1885 uprising, and shortly afterwards its decline as an 

area of major concern. There were, of course, other reasons 

for the decline of Fort Battleford as a major post, such as 

the re-routing of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1881 and 

the change of the Territorial capital to Regina in 1883, but 

the most significant reason was that another Indian uprising 

was no longer seen as a threat. Ten Indians had been hung 
25 

in November of 1885 at Battleford for killings , most of 

them at Frog Lake, and the alleged leaders of the uprising, 

Big Bear and Poundmaker, were humiliated at their trials and 

then imprisoned (even though the role of Big Bear as a 

leader of the uprising remained doubtful). This mass hang­

ing, one of the largest ever in North America, was the cul­

mination of the increased surveillance of the Indians, as 

the statistics show. Until 1885, the arrests of Indians and 

Metis steadily increased, while after the uprising arrests 

of Indians dropped off markedly. 

The increased arrests up to 1885 and, in some instances, 

harsh sentencing after the uprising, combined to pacify what 
27 

Laurie saw were ungrateful rebels. These tactics assured 

that the West would again be peaceful and safe for settle­

ment. This was a special concern of Laurie who continually 

spoke out in the Herald against exaggerated stories of "the 
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wild west" which were appearing in eastern newspapers. Now 

with the natives brought to their knees, it was hoped that 

settlement could resume and proceed more rapidly than before. 

But the major task of the Mounted Police at Fort Battleford 

had been completed. Their intermediary role was no longer 

required, and it was in this capacity that the force now 

began to concentrate in other areas. Settlement and commer­

cial "Progress" as the motto for the Herald tolled, would 

now be inevitable as would be the role of the Anglo-Canadian 

settlement in ensuring this ideal. 

The so-called "Seige of Fort Battleford" was portrayed 

dramatically in the reminiscences of survivors. These ac­

counts emphasize the danger faced by those "beseiged" and 

the heroics of the Mounted Police in the defense of the 
2 8 

Fort. At the same time the wanton destruction of buildings 

is seen as being incomprehensible; though it is not sur­

prising that starving and frustrated Indians in search of 

food would destroy the stores and homes abandoned by the 

frightened townspeople. This "seige" of Fort Battleford was 

more apparent than real. The magnitude of the Indian threat 

was exaggerated because the townspeople were not aware of the 

situation that most Indians on the reserves found themselves 
29 

in after the difficult winter of 1885. White settlers 

rushed to the fort "panic stricken" from conjured images of 

savage reprisals. Of the deference paid by the press to the 

Mounted Police, one author writes: "Exaggerated accounts of 

its [N.W.M.P.] prowess brought recruits from all corners of 

the British Empire and it became the beneficiary of the sen­

timental adulation that marked the heyday of British imper-
3 o 

ialism." General Middleton did not agree with the praise 

and adulation heaped on the Mounties by the Herald: 

At Battleford, in a fort jammed with able-
bodied men, Inspector W. S. Morris used his 
telegraph to sent piteous appeals for help. 
More redoubtable officers, like Superinten-

8 



dant Herchmer and Inspector Sam Steele, 
demonstrated unusual fortitude and leader­
ship. However, it is hard to, disagree 
with Middleton, the British Officer respon­
sible for bringing the campaign to an early 
conclusion that, when good, well-trained 
troops were needed, the Mounted Police did 
not qualify. 

The social life of a Mountie was commensurate to that of 

an English country gentleman. The force had an orchestra 

which gave concerts regularly in the Concert Hall. Here al­

so, plays were performed for the community by the Mounties. 

The Concert Hall housed a substantial library for a time, 

which was "well supplied with daily papers, etc., a splendid 

billiard table and piano." It was described as being "the 
32 

pride of the men and the envy of the local civilians." 

Dances were also sponsored by the Mounties with the entire 

community invited, which afforded the Mounties a variety of 

opportunities... "The annual ball of the Mounted Police came 

off on the 26th December and was all that could be desired. 

The attendance was larger than on any former occasion, the 

magnificent new barrack room, twenty five by eighty feet 

being well filled with dancers during the entire evening, 

while many others were to be found in different parts of the 
33 

barracks." The Concert Hall was also used as a gymnasium 

and shooting gallery; sports such as basketball and indoor 

baseball were also played. Outdoors the police played cri­

cket and soccer, often in competition against teams from the 

town. They also built an eighteen-hole golf course which 

though not comparable to the links back east, was regarded 

as adequate. They went to considerable lengths to trans­

plant their lifestyles to this new environment. 

Existential discomforts brought on by the extreme cold 

of winter and the dust and heat of summer significantly al­

tered the lives of men, who at first were not accustomed to 

the hardships of the frontier. William Parker, stationed 

9 
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for a time at Fort Battleford, wrote home to his sister: 

Ever since our arrival here [we] have been 
worked like niggers. It is one continual 
grind; the men are getting very discontented. 
We hardly ever get five minutes to ourselves. 
We thought when the winter set in that there 
would be an end to the fatigues, but...they 
are just as thick as ever. The weather for 
the last three weeks has been very severe, 
from ten to thirty-six below zero every night 
and below zero all day. 

The summers often offered little relief as dry weather re­

sulted in prairie fires which the Mounties had to battle to 

prevent the destruction of their barracks and the settle­

ment. Droughts and insect infestation produced discomforts 

for men formerly accustomed to a more palatable way of life. 

But even though the environment had a profound effect on 

the day-to-day lives of the men, it did not have as great an 

effect on the structures erected at Fort Battleford. 

Many of the more important buildings constructed at 

Fort Battleford were inspired less by the environment than 

by ideas from eastern Canada, Britain and the United States. 

The image represented by some of the structures was at least 

as important a symbol of the impending Anglo-Canadian ad­

vancement as was the image of the Northwest Mounted Police 

officer. Some of the buildings at Fort Battleford were 

inspired by the "Romantic Revival" in architecture of the 

Nineteenth Century, prevalent in Britain, the United States 

and Canada. Structures which represented this new movement 

were Gothic, Italianate and Bracketted Style houses. These 

new styles reflected new Victorian conceptions of beauty — 

a proportioned, harmonious, classical building was no longer 

pleasing to the eye of most Victorians. A building was not 

only to be judged for its aesthetic appeal, but also for the 

ideas that it represented. One of the major themes intended 

to be conveyed by the Gothic influence was that of a Chris­

tian home. Structures of the "Romantic Revival" were also 
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intended to represent the ideals and ambitions of the "new, 
35 private, domestic" middle class. This rising class found 

its ideals expressed by the Herald whose motto "Progress" 

stood as its beacon. 

Instead of emphasizing public order and republican vir­

tues, this emerging middle-class stressed private discipline 
36 

and self-control. These introspective Christian sentiments 

were given expression in the floor plans and detail of Vic­

torian homes. The cross became an important symbol; houses 

were designed in the shape of crosses and in some houses a 

cross was attached to the gable. Stained glass windows using 

three principal colors to represent the Trinity also became 

popular. Pump organs were purchased for family "hymn sings" 

and in some houses stoves and bedroom furniture were designed 

in the Gothic style. This outlook emphasized the family and 

providing children with a proper Christian home: "The hous­

ing reformers set out to design as Christian a home as pos-
37 sible." ' 

The layout of Victorian homes reflected the outlook 

they portrayed. Official rooms such as the parlour or draw­

ing room were located on the first floor as were rooms for 

the elderly. At the back of the house the kitchen and wash­

ing rooms were usually found. On the second floor were the 

more private rooms of the family, such as bedrooms and bath­

room. The needs of the woman of the house were given pri­

mary considerations. Divisions between public and private 

sections of the house were for the women's benefit; the 

woman of the house was not to be seen working, so kitchens 

were at the back of the house or in the basement, and ser­

vants were given separate entrances to "keep them out of 

sight".38 

Special rooms were also provided for family functions. 

The parlour was specifically set aside for "public" visitors. 


