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Preface 

To restore the Officer's Quarters to period, a 

detailed structural history of this building was required. 

This study is a continuation of MRS 2 52, "Fort Battleford: 

A Structural History", Volumes I and II. MRS 252 was a 

general survey of buildings formerly and currently standing 

at Fort Battleford. The present study is a more in depth 

analysis of the Officer's Quarters. It should be used in 

conjunction with "The Preliminary Photo Report, June 19 75" 

completed by the as-found team in 1975, (part of which is 

included in the photograph section). 

I would like to acknowledge those whose assistance was 

appreciated, especially the staff of the Fort Battleford 

Library, the Saskatchewan Archives in Saskatoon, the Glenbow-

Alberta Institute in Calgary and the Public Archives of 

Canada in Ottawa. 



I. A Narrative History of the Officer's Quarters 

I.I Introduction 

The North-West Mounted Police were created to establish 

stability on the prairie and to usher in the immigrants 

expected in great numbers as a consequence of Sir John 

A. MacDonald's National Policy. The need to quell the 

rapacious appetites of American annexationists became 

incumbent when the Cypress Hills Massacre of 1873 exposed 

the vulnerability of the sparsely populated North-West. 

By 18 83 when the Police at Fort Walsh were moved to Maple 

Creek the border along the southern frontier was no longer 

endangered. Attention moved to the north, where even prior 

to the 18 85 uprising, uncertainty and discontent prevailed 

among both indigenous and recently settled populations. 

The North-West Mounted Police presence at Fort Battle-

ford was particularly important because of the large In­

dian populations in the Battleford area. Here at Battle-

ford the police needed to establish both their moral and 

physical might, to ensure that the West could be settled as 

quickly and with as little resistance from the native popu­

lations as possible. Their success in this endeavour is 

clearly evident from an examination of arrests made by the 

police in the Battleford area between 1876-90. These statis­

tics reveal that the police were primarily concerned with 

breaches of the law by native populations, especially prior 

to the so-called Rebellion of 1885. With the military 

triumph of the government forces in 1885, police preoccupation 

with natives declined. They were no longer perceived as athreat 
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to the establishment of the predominantly Anglo-Canadian 

society moving into the West. 

The Officer's Quarters, begun in 1884, was constructed 

at a time of great building activity at Fort Battleford. 

It was built next to the Commanding Officer's Residence 

(built in 1876-77) to provide offices for the Fort and 

eating and sleeping quarters for married and single officers. 

Its proximity to the Commanding Officer's Residence naturally 

made it one of the most significant and frequently used 

buildings at Fort Battleford. Along with the Mess Hall 

(Barracks 5) it survives from the boom period of construction 

at Battleford which lasted from approximately 1884-1888. 

During this period some ten buildings were erected, whereas 

previously from 187 6 to 188 4 only eight to twelve buildings 

were raised. Remarkably, however, the Officer's Quarters is 

the only major building constructed out of logs during these 

early years. 

Two significant factors affected the physical evolution 

of the Officer's Quarters. One, insufficient funds, resulted 

in the use of inferior materials and subsequently, in poor 

maintenance. Second, was the environment. The dry cold of 

winter caused shrinkage of the wood, making it almost impossi­

ble for the buildings to retain adequate heat while dampness 

in spring and heat in summer frequently created conditions 

ideal for rot. In some cases wood had deteriorated to the 

point where parts of buildings had to be replaced or totally 

dismantled. The environment not only affected the buildings 

but also the men who built and maintained them. Men would 

hurry their work with the threat of encroaching winter. In 

one instance in 1877 Superintendent Walker reported an increase 

in rheumatism among men working in the cold. Limited diets made 

already hard work even more burdensome. Food was sometimes 

scarce and in some cases workers ate gopher stew in absence of 

more substantial food. Workers and supervisors who labored in 

an alien environment may also have given less than their best 
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to hasten completion of construction which meant they might 

return to the security and comfort of their homes and families. 

Physical distances presented serious problems in 

obtaining materials and construction was often delayed for 

want of supplies. In 1876 for example the following report 

was sent: 

Thus you will see that all or nearly all Police 
buildings are pretty well advanced. The draw­
back at present is the want of lumber and 
shingles and whether they will arrive soon or 
not, depends on the stage of water on the 
Saskatchewan River...You will understand the 
sawmill is 360 miles up the Saskatchewan 
above Battle River, and unless the water 
gets too low, I can get all the lumber and 
shingles required before the close of navi­
gation, and if not I shall have to discharge 
most of my men. [The lumber did not arrive 
on time. lr 

3 
Building techniques had to be adapted. For example logs 

were used for the walls of the Officer's Quarters, when in­

sufficient finished lumber was unavailable for a frame building. 

The environment significantly affected the buildings at 

Fort Battleford from its beginnings until its abandonment. 

Complaints over deterioration were recorded by Superintendent 

Walker soon after the first buildings were erected.' 

The house I occupy although one of the most 
complete would very soon be destroyed for want 
of weather boards on the outside walls as 
the rain beat through last fall and wet 
inside plaster which after a few wettings 
would commence to fall off.4 

By 1888 substantial repairs were required: 

The mudding and whitewashing of the barracks 
is almost completed. Owing to the heavy 
rainstorms of the past spring and summer most 
of the old log buildings were in a very di­
lapidated condition, the mud having nearly 
all washed out. They had to be thoroughly 
mudded and are now comfortable and in good 
condition to withstand the more severe climate.•> 
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Further discomforts accompanied the winter. In 1890 

the Commanding Officer wrote: 

I have the honor to make the following report 
regarding the building I occupy as Quarters 
and which I consider unfit for such in their 
present state. During the past winter 4 
stoves were kept going the whole time in the day 
time, the building was not any too warm. At 
night full pails of water froze solid - there 
is no storm sash - many mornings I have seen 
my bed covered with snow and part of the 
floor. All the windows, door and roof let 
in snow and rain - one half of the building 
has no ceiling, only paper and cotton - parts 
of the logs are rotten and when soaked by 
rain throws a dampness and bad odor throughout 
the house. The mudding inside has fallen in 
between the cotton [insulation] and wall.6 

Deterioration of the Officer's Quarters is also evident 

in the Commissioner's Report; the following was reported 

only five years after the Officer's Quarters* was completed: 

The building at present used as an orderly room 
and division office is an old building. The 
walls are bad and the roof leaks in several 
places, although new shingles are constantly 
being put on. Every storm necessitates addi­
tional repairs to the roof. 

By 1912-13 the situation had not altered dramatically; 

the same problems contributed to the physical alteration of 

the log buildings still standing [which would include the 

Commanding Officer's Residence and the Officer's Quarters]. 

In 1913 it was reported: 

These buildings were erected some 36 years ago. 
They were not properly built on suitable found­
ations, and no eavestroughing was attached to 
the roof, excepting in the last ten years on your 
own quarters ; consequently the water has been 
allowed to soak into the bottom logs and cellar 
wall. This causing a damp odour all the time 
in the cellar, and if the house is shut up for 
a day or two, the odour also gets into the house. 
Again the cellars are small and are caving in. 
The earth is sifting in and over the planks, on 
to the food or things kept in the cellar. Again 
upstairs, Insp. Ritchie's quarters, are heated 
by the office fires, and the place is full of 

*A cautionary note is advised for some references to Officer's 
Quarters, since it is not always clear whether the building 
referred to is "the" Officer's Quarters or merely a quarters 
occupied by officers. 
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stove pipes which are sure to smoke at times. 
The ceilings are low, especially in the 
"lean tos" and the plaster is broken in 
places inside and out. Again, the closets 
are open, tending to cause large numbers 
of flies which are impossible to get rid of. 
The cellars are not ventilated properly, and 
heating is all done with coal stoves, which 
causes a certain amount of coal gas to be 
throughout the living rooms.° 

Also in 1913, Superintendent MacGibbon wrote "New quarters 

for the officers are badly needed, the present ones are 

unwholesome and unhealthy and it is a laborious task to 

keep them heated to afford any degree of comfort, in winter. 
g 

They should be steam heated." 

The other major factor which significantly affected the 

physical appearance of the buildings was the lack of funds 

from the federal government for repairs and maintenance. This 

was in part due to tight budgeting, but it was also because 

of Ottawa's deaf ear to requests for money for the upkeep 

of buildings. In the reports of the Commanding Officers, 

pleas for funds sound almost pitiful at times. 

The cost of heating old buildings was sometimes a greater 

financial burden than the construction of new ones. One 

Commanding Officer wrote in 1891: "It costs more to heat them, 

is more dangerous from fire, and is more inconvenient." 

Another officer wrote: "I would again remind you that the 

buildings comprising the old post proper are for much the 

greater part uninhabitable. I trust the completion of a new 
11 

post will not again be postponed." 
12 1.2 General History of the Officer's Quarters and its Appendages 

According to the Saskatchewan Herald construction on the 
13 

Officer's Quarters was begun in 1884. Due to the inter­
vening uprising, however, the building was not fully completed 

14 
until 1888. Over the years its appearance has changed 
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significantly. From what can be seen from the earliest photo­

graph of the building (photograph 1), probably taken in the 

late 1880's, the building appears to stand without any major 

appendages (although, admittedly the back of the building 

cannot be seen). Subsequent to this photograph there were 

numerous additions made to the exterior of this building. Some 

of these changes, like the addition of porches, were made to 

protect the inhabitants from cold and dust; while others, 

such as the lean-to additions at the back and the room built 

onto the north-east end of the building, were made to 

accommodate increasing use of the Officer's Quarters. 

Seven appendages were added to the Officer's Quarters 

over the years. Pinpointing exact dates for any of these 

additions is not possible, but most were likely added between 

1886 and 1895. It is possible that the "Orderly Room" 

addition along the back of the south side of the building was 

not hammered up until after 1891 since up to that time the 

old log Orderly Room building was still in use. The porches 

were likely added for protection from the elements soon after 

the completion of the building in order to meet the immediate, 

and omnipresent pressures imposed by the environment. 

There were two additions to the north or front of the 

Officer's Quarters. One was a porch over the front door (1)* 

built in the late 1880's, although it is not clearly revealed 

in any of the photographs. The other was a verandah (2), 

probably a later addition, which can be partially seen in 

photograph 15. 

There was a major addition to the eastern side of the 

Officer's Quarters in the 18 90's. The addition was a large 

room (3), (D-l,Rl-03) likely a room used by the officer and 

his family for leisure reading and relaxing. This was a single 

storey addition,which, though attempting to remain consistent 

with the style of the original building by adopting the peaked 

* The parenthetical numbers 1-7 over the next two pages refer 
to the seven appendages added to the Officer's Quarters. 
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casements of the doors and windows, detracts seriously from 

the original symmetry of the building. According to an 1898 

diagram, there was a porch addition (4) (D-4). However, 

there is no early photograph of this porch and no physical 

evidence to confirm its existence. 

The southern side of the building had three additions. 

One addition, probably built in the 1890s was an Orderly 

Room. (5) This one-storey, lean-to type addition ran along 

the entire length of the southern side of the original build­

ing and overlapped at both ends, as is evident from the 1898 

diagram (D-3) and photograph 10. Five small windows can be 

seen on the southern wall in photograph 15. An entrance (Dl-09 

on Diagram 1) is presently covered by a porch (1-05 on Diagram 

1) (6), (see photograph 46). Photograph 15 shows the serious­

ly deteriorated condition of the building by 1940. 

The western side has one small annex, a small porch over 

the door (7) (P-10), probably built in the later 1880s. 

There were a number of other major changes made to the 

Officer's Quarters in the 20th century. In 1946 more major 

restoration work was done but no record of the changes has 

been located. In 1972 some major changes were made to the 

foundation and floor of the Officer's Quarters (See Appendix 
15 C). In 197 8 repairs were made to the roof and new shingles 

put on the roof (See P-10 and P-33).16 

Changes, some more significant than others, were made to 

the exterior. Some of these will be discussed below, others 

include: an additional chimney, the deterioration of a 

chimney, supports on the roof for electric wires (1926) and 

the disappearance of finials on the dormer windows as they 

originally appeared in the first photographs (P-l and P-2) 

of the building. 

1.3 Use History of the Officer's Quarters 

The Officer's Quarters built during the 1884-88 period was used 

primarily as an office for Division business and a quarters 

7 



for both married and single officers. The building also 

contained two rooms for use as dining facilities for officers : 

a kitchen at the back of the building (D-l, Rl-0 4) and a 

dining room in the front (D-l, Rl-02). 

As a married officer's quarters the door was now used as 

the main entrance (D-l, Dl-01) the entrance used by the 

family. In later years when both married and single officers 

lived in this building both front and back entrances were 

likely used by the residing officers (D-l, Dl-01 and Dl-09). 

The orderly room lean-to addition (P-14), was constructed 

to alleviate crowded office space in the original building. 

Overcrowding was also likely responsible for the room built 

onto the north-eastern side of the building (D-l,Rl-03). By 

1891 the building was used both by single and married officers: 

"The building known as the Officers' Mess is to be divided 

up for a single and married officers' quarters." There is 

some suggestion that at this time another stairway was built 

to the second story, and some evidence of this is observable. 

The separate stairway was presumably to have been built so that 
17 

single and married officers used different entrances. 

The most reliable evidence available describing the use 

made of the building is from interviews of one former member 

of the force, Charlie Light, and two sons of former members 

Charlie West and Joe Guthrie. 

The main floor of the building was divided into two 

sections: the public section where the offices were located 

(D-l,Rl-07) and the private section where the kitchen (Dl-Rl-04), 

dining room (D-l,Rl-02) and parlor room (D-l,Rl-03) were 
18 

located. The office once consisted of two large offices with 

a hallway separating them. The west door (D-l,Rl-04) was 

the entrance for official police business. The two offices 

contained desks and tin drawers. The interviewees also 

stated that the office to the back of the building was often 

used as a courtroom. This room is now arranged as a dining 
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room. The room to the front is presented as open office 

space. 

The room now containing a display case of uniforms 

(D-l,Rl-02) was originally a dining room. It contained a 
19 

large dining table, a leather couch and two rocking chairs. 

The room to the back was a kitchen (D-l,Rl-04), with a long 

sink on the wall, made of tin which drained outside. It also 

was equipped with a stove, cupboards and boxes for wood and 

coal. The parlour (D-l,Rl-0 3) now arranged as a music room 

contained a Franklin stove and numerous comfortable chairs. 

The rooms in the orderly room section (no longer standing) 

were used as office and storage space and had appropriate desks, 

shelves and cabinet furniture. 

The bedrooms upstairs (D-2: R-2-02, R2-03, R2-04, R2-05) 

contained appropriate furniture of the time, including a brass 

bed. There were numerous commodes, chairs and dressers. There 

were fur rugs on the floors throughout this area (as well as in 

other parts of the building). 

1.4 Technological Background to Building With Wood in North America 

and Its Relation to Fort Battleford 

The continuing popularity of wooden buildings in North America 

resulted from both technological invention and from demands 

made by growing populations on the frontiers of North American 

Settlement. Technological improvements to machines were es­

pecially important in the mass production of nails: 

"The old fashioned carpenter, having only 
expensive hand-made nails, had used them 
sparingly, mainly to fix boards to framing 
in floors, doors, and shutters; but by the 
19 30's machine made nails were available at a 
fraction of the former price, and even the 
many long, strong nails needed to fasten to­
gether studs and floorplates were no longer 
prohibitively dear."2^ 

This increase in the availability of nails was accompanied 

by improved saw milling techniques that "had made possible large 
21 

scale production of standard lumber sizes...." 
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These developments came at a time when the demand for 

economical housing and the shortage of skilled carpenters 

to build them was creating problems on the newly populated 

areas of frontier settlement. The response to this demand 

was the appearance of pattern books throughout the United 

States instructing the nonprofessional builder on how to 

build a wooden structure. Apart from strength the only 

requisite a builder on the frontier needed was the ability 

to read; thus the technological revolution in building with 

wood was based upon a literate but unprofessional labor force. 

Because of pattern books such as A.J. Downing's Cottage 

Residences (1842) and Hudson Holly's Country Seats (1863) among 

others "...a handy man, with little more equipment than a 
22 hammer and a ladder, could assemble and erect the house himself." 

A new technique in framing—balloon-framing—emerged from these 

developments. The style first appeared in Chicago in 1833: 

The skills involved in fitting and assembling 
the balloon frame and the diagonal sheathing 
that made it rigid were rudimentary and 
mathematical, dependent on literacy, in con­
trast to the hand skills (carving pegs, mor­
tising and tenoning, and so on) involved in 
heavy timer ("drop girt") framing.23 

This method of construction spread across North America and a 

number of buildings at Fort Battleford were built with balloon 

frames only one year after the Officer's Quarters was begun. 

The shortage of materials when the Officer's Quarters 

was begun prevented it from benefiting from the advancements 

in construction technology originating in the United States. 

Yet the Officer's Quarters did not suffer aesthetically even 

though it was not constructed in the balloon-frame style. 

Its architectural style, reminiscent of those being popular­

ized in the American pattern books, gave it a distinctiveness 

in spite of its concealed log construction; the structure con­

tained architectural purity and beauty even though it was unable 

to make use of technological innovations. 
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The shortage of skilled craftsmen on the frontier forced 

builders to be creative with what they had. The need for a 

building was there and so were the literate workmen to read 

plans and pattern books. This was the main component of the 

technological revolution in housing: a literate but unprofes­

sional labor force. Log construction required heavier but 

perhaps less skilled labor; whereas balloon framing called 

for a greater understanding of mathematics and geometry. The 

Officer's Quarters was a hybrid of the older log construction 

and newer framing techniques used to construct the frame for 

the mansard roof, albeit that the construction was very crude 

as the photographs in the attic show. The Second Empire style 

is further evidence that the designers were aware of archi­

tectural trends being used elsewhere in North America and also 

suggests that they were aware of new framing techniques. There 

was also clothing cupboard space upstairs. (D-2 between doors 

D2-05 and D2-06) 

The Officer's Quarters was always heavily used. It was 

the centre of activity as a Division Office, where the day to 

day functions of the police were organized and carried out. 

The private section housed many officers and families over 

the years. Charlie Light indicated that at one point it was 

occupied by Inspector McGinnis, his wife and their seven or 

eight children. 

1•^ Architectural Significance of the Officer's Quarters 

The Officer's Quarters is an example of the architectural 

style known as Second Empire. Its mansard roof clearly places 

it within this style, which is often considered to be part of 

the more general Italianate modes or "Italian Designs" popular 
24 in the mid-to-late 19th century. 

Second Empire architecture is described as "the eclectic 

style of the French Second Empire (1852-1870)." 5 In North 

America it was defined as: a stylistic designation named after 

the French Second Empire of Napoleon III (1852-1870), but 


