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Abstract 

Throughout this report a number of themes were explored to 

best determine the materials culture that once lay in the 

Commissioner's Residence. Three themes were explored: first, 

the role played by the environment and by the "cultural bag­

gage" of the NWMP in establishing their illustrations in the 

North-West; second, the extent to which Victorian social and 

cultural styles were transplanted onto the frontier; and 

third, the degree to which the NWMP's role as a civilizing 

force determined the arrangement of their building interiors. 

A number of methods were implemented to examine the above 

themes. Comparative material from other NWMP sites was found 

useful in filling in information gaps at Fort Walsh. Lists of 

supplies available were compiled from documentary sources 

which assisted in delineating what the NWMP might have 

possessed. Comparative photographs also helped to flesh out 

areas where documentary sources were thin. The Victorian 

themes were projected from documentary sources available, 

such as the literature read by the NWMP, and from their archi­

tectural and institutional perferences. 
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Preface 

This report examines the material culture of the Commissioner's 

Residence at Fort Walsh in order to provide factual information 

and historical interpretation for its refurnishing. Chapter 

One analyzes the factors which determined the culture that 

emerged at Fort Walsh with particular emphasis on the dicho­

tomy between the dictates of the environment and the European 

and Eastern-Canadian inheritance brought West by the North 

West Mounted Police (NWMP). Chapter Two is a brief examina­

tion of the economic life of Whoop-Up Country and traces the 

supply routes which sustained the commercial life at Fort 

Walsh. Chapter Three explores the intellectual rationale for 

the spatial organization of the Commissioner's Residence and 

discusses a number of possibilities for the application of the 

principles analyzed. 

This report is based on extensive primary evidence both 

documentary and photographic. It is not possible to include 

all of the approximately 300 photographs collected into this 

volume and consequently representative choices had to be 

made. A variety of documentary sources were useful in this 

study: the comprehensive records of the T.C. Power Company 

store at Fort Walsh were particularly valuable. These records 

cover the years 1879-1883 and contain the outgoing correspon­

dence of J.W. Marsh, the manager of the store in the town of 

Fort Walsh until it was moved to Maple Creek. Because of the 

value of this source, four selective appendices were compiled 

and are included at the back of this study. They should be 

used in conjunction with the Appendices contained in the back 
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of Alan McCullough's MRS 174 which has a record of supplies 

from the I.G. Baker Company to Fort Walsh and Fort McLeod 

for the earlier 1824-1827 period. With the period for the 

restoration set in the summer of 18 80 caution must be 

exercised in the use of both these sources. 

In collecting the material for the report I am grateful 

to the archivists and librarians at the following institutions: 

Saskatchewan Archives, in both Saskatoon and Regina; the 

R.C.M.P. Museum in Regina; the Shortt Library in Saskatoon; 

the G.lenbow-Alberta Institute in Calgary; the Alberta Archives 

in Edmonton; the City of Edmonton Archives; the Hudson's Bay 

Company Archives and Manitoban Archives in Winnipeg; and the 

Archives of the Montana Historical Society in Helena, Montana. 

I would particularly like to thank Alan McCullough for provi­

ding me with the information to compile Appendix E. 
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Fort Walsh has been dismantled and the police 
station moved to Maple Creek. Very likely 
at some future day admirers of ancient ruins 
will re-discover its desolate mud chimneys 
and entwine them with romances such as the 
poetry loving people of the east believe to 
be the lot of every man who preceeded the 
CPR. And possibly some policeman of "ye 
olden time," then a portly rancher or business 
man, with a double chin and a half dozen 
children, will visit the scene and, forget­
ting that the lot of a policeman is not a 
happy one, will chase his buffalo and fight 
his battles over again, telling of adventures 
in the imminent breach, of hair breadth es­
capes by flood and field, of balls in which 
the barracks were graced by the youth and 
beauty from all the neighbouring reserves, 
and altogether drawing the long bow with such 
a vengeance that the mud chimneys will wink 
at each other and grin horribly a ghastly smile, 

Edmonton Bulletin, 
August 18, 1883. 



I The Material Culture of the Commissioner's Residence 

at Fort Walsh 

The material culture of Fort Walsh reflects the environmental 

influence of the Canadian West and the heritage of European 

and American cultures. The European inheritance, as tempered 

by the Upper Canadian tradition, was the strongest, conscious 

cultural factor at Fort Walsh; despite the fact that the 

goods from this society were more difficult to transport to 

the frontier. Most supplies were purchased south of the bor­

der from the Montana merchants so that in quantity only, the 

American influence would at first glance, appear to have the 

most significant cultural force. There is no doubt, however, 

that the North-West Mounted Police were primarily Anglo-

Canadian and that the society that they carried west was sup­

posed to reflect such traditions. The NWMP were harbingers 

of this traditional Canadian society in a prairie environment 

which had previously supported a more fragile way of life, 

susceptible to the aggressive forces of settlement and the 

technology of industrialization. 

The Indian and pioneer response to the elements resulted 

in a material culture characterized by functional efficiency 

and simplicity and by the use of materials close at hand. 

The result was a kind of folk art most easily recognized in 

the wooden artifacts produced by the early white pioneers in 
2 

the North-West. In contrast, the NWMP carried thexr chattels 

onto the frontier. The officers more than the constables 

brought items which reminded them of their rank and status 

and made them more comfortable in their new surroundings. 

1 



These eastern accoutrements were also a clear indication of 

the formal presence of a different society, and it was soon 

evident what codes of behaviour were acceptable to the police 
3 force that carried so ponderous a material culture. 

In 189 7, Reverend William Newton, a missionary for the 

Church of England, observed that original structures on the 

frontier had an elusive quality about them—giving them an 

appearance of impermanence similar to Indian dwellings which 

were moved from place to place as the seasons and the environ­

ment dictated. Built of handhewn legs, the first buildings 

of the NWMP were solid enough, but presented only the initial 

response to an environment that was harsh and unrelenting. 

There was little time to reflect upon the kinds of symbols 

which could appropriately adorn the buildings or to consider 

which layout or style might represent the sophistication of 

a materially richer society. On the frontier the immediate 

concern was survival. The infamous March West had demonstra­

ted to the police that pomp had little place in such demanding 

surroundings. 

Rev. Newton contemplated another factor in his reflec­

tions on the North West. He considered "good taste" a matter 

of some importance: 

At first, even if we had an abundance of money, it 
would be out of place to build palaces; log houses 
fit the passing conditions, and we build and 
plant for a while, living as close as possible to 
Nature. By-and-by we decide to erect permanent 
dwellings, when nature is fairly conquered and 
life humanized; but everything must come in its 
proper place and time.^ 

Place and time dictated that the first concern at Fort Walsh 

would be protection from the elements. Later at Battleford, 

the site of the Territorial capital in 1878, the police con­

sciously incorporated Gothic symbols and Victorian styles 

that would evoke a response and convey the visual impression 
5 of imperial culture. The federal Government in Ottawa went 
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to considerable lengths and expense to design buildings for 

the Territorial capital that would impress both natives and 

immigrants. 

Yet, if there was an obvious message conveyed in the 

folk architecture of the original buildings at Fort Walsh, 

it was that survival came first. A climate where temperatures 

reached 40° F below zero and 100° F above required that 

little energy be wasted on ornamentation. Early settlers 

often built houses from pieces of prairie sod, crude log 

assemblages or combinations of the two. Thus log and sod 

houses, along with Indian shelters, were an "indigenous" 

response to the environment. Survival demanded efficiency, 

resiliency and adaptability. The police exhibited these quali­

ties in the manner in which they handled their affairs in the 

early years, and the buildings that they erected represented 

a practical response to the severity of the climate. 

House interiors were entirely another matter at the 

NWMP post. Inside lay an eastern Canadian material culture 

representing a refined and 'civilized' way of life remembered 

and fastidiously preserved by the basically well-educated 

men who enlisted in the North-West Mounted Police. The spon­

taneity of log and sod exterior belied the orthodox character 

of the men inside. The idée fixe the police transplanted into 

the North-West could be delineated from the material culture 

they adopted at Fort Walsh—the mounted photographs and wall-

hung pictures, the books they read, the diet they were accus­

tomed to, and their sports and entertainment. All of these 

were reminders of the distant Anglo-Canadian culture they had 

been commissioned to establish in what was perceived to be 

Ontario's hinterland. 

Inside their log buildings in quiet leisure hours the 

police fueled their religious faith through Bible readings 

and entertained themselves with the travel literature of the 

Empire. In spite of the vast unknown lands they had come to 

3 



patrol, psychologically they survived remarkably well perhaps 

because of the security of their garrisoned barracks. The 

safety of the palisades was bolstered by the self-confidence 

exuded by the Victorian officer. A belief in the superiority 

of their culture and way of life helped them to impress and 

establish themselves as a formidable police force. By con­

trast, the Indian culture no longer possessed the confidence 

it had once displayed. Indian numbers had already been 

decimated by alcohol and disease. The transition from their 

role in the fur trade economy (which was in decline) to a 

society based on agriculture presented the Indians with some 

fundamental difficulties. For example, religious beliefs 

produced in them a more passive approach to life on the land: 

You asked me to plough the ground. Shall I take 
a knife and tear my mother's breast? Then when 
I die she will not take me to her bosom to rest. 
You ask me to dig for stone. Shall I dig her skin 
for her bones? Then when I die I cannot enter her 
body to be born again. You ask me to cut grass 
and make hay and sell it and be rich like white 
men. But how dare I cut off my mother's hair.7 

The history of the NWMP in the West has been characterized 

both favourably and critically by historians. A fair por­

trait of the police might be drawn somewhere between. They 

were not all the myopic, inflexible military caricatures of 

a Lord Cardigan. Nor did they conform to the image of patient 

understanding conjured by a James Walsh. Put simply, their 

mission in the North-West was to control the Indians and to 

secure the West for settlement: in short, to facilitate 
Q 

Macdonald's National Policy. The police acted as professionl-

ly as conditions allowed. It was neither their duty to under­

stand nor to assimilate the indigenous way of life, but to 

impose Canadian law and lay the groundwork for impending 

settlement. Anglo-Ontarian police naturally created a world 

which they could understand and control. Their belief in the 

divine sanction of the British rule of law allowed them to 

4 



make such an intervention. They had to direct the behaviour 

of the native to conform with Anglo-Canadian concepts of 

acceptable conduct. One method used was to undermine the 

native leaders and to humiliate agressors to such an extent 

that the Indians would have few examples of protest to en­

courage any resistance. 

The material culture of the NWMP generally reflected a 

transplanted way of life rather than an inclination to adapt 

to the environment. This was especially true for the offi­

cers' effects and for the materials which were located in 

public and official areas of NWMP buildings. This is not to 

say that a few policemen refused adjustment to their surroun­

dings. But these adaptations were usually not substantial and 

were more evident in the first years in the North-West. The 

more established and secure the police became and the better 

the transportation, the more manufactured goods were brought 

in to replace those made by hand. 

The police adopted very little of the material culture 

traditionally used by the Indians. They tended to be patron­

izing towards the natives, as if displaying fascination with 

a rare kind of species. The police liked to be photographed 

with Indians in Indian garb to send the pictures to friends 

and relatives. The Indians had little else to offer the 

police but their labor, and rather than adopt Indian ways, 

the mounties relied on manufactured goods from the United 

States for their day to day supplies, including food and 

drink. None of the police barrack interiors display any 

Indian artifacts or souvenirs. They took almost nothing 

from the native way of life. 

Other social patterns did emerge as a result of the 

circumstances they faced. Even though the police were occu­

pied with maintaining order and establishing a legal system 

they did exist in the same environment as the Indians and 

Métis and suffered from many of the same problems that 

5 



confronted the indigenous people: lack of financial support 

from the federal government, the long winters, the wet springs, 

the lack of country produce and the mosquito-infested sum­

mers. Among other diversions, the mounties found an escape 

in drinking. It is true that some of the more publicized 

activities of the police included participation in a variety 

of sports, plays, concerts and dances. But less well known 

is the respite the police took from the hum drum routine of 

repetitious duties by drinking, often heavily. 

Archaeological digs of the officer's privy behind the 

Commissioner's Residence have uncovered a considerable cache 
9 

of liquor bottles ranging from champagne to beer, perhaps 

an indication that one or all of the officers who occupied 

the Commissioner's Residence liked to conceal their drinking 

either from officers or from the enlisted men, or both. But 

the consumption of alcohol was by no means limited to officers. 

We know this from the candid diary of S.J. Clarke who was 

stationed at Fort Walsh from 1876 to 1882. The diary 

shows evidence of considerable "binge drinking" which fre­

quently led to drunkenness and often violence. It perhaps 

confirms the belief of some observers that many members of 

the police force were remittance men. The shortage of alcohol 

for long periods perhaps explains why drinking appears to 

have developed this pattern. The permit system, which was 

introduced to keep alcohol from the natives, also tended to 

reinforce "binge drinking," since it often meant an extended 

waiting period before the liquor arrived. It is a rather 

remarkable feature in the account book of J.W. Marsh, manager 

of the T.C. Power store at Walsh, that a considerable portion 

of his business was to bring in liquor through the permit 
11 system. 

Clarke's diary explodes many myths about the police. 

To restore the balance it deserves quoting at length. Some 

indication of the kind of alcohol available on the frontier 
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is revealed by the following description of a night on the 

town: 

Feb. 1878. Fort Walsh A half Breed Dance out at 
the four Mile Coulee. A doz. of the Police went 
out to take it in and had fine time until morning. 
Half Breed Reals and Red River Jigs. All got to 
the Post on time after having a Jolly good time. 
Some of the boys got drunk on Jamica Ginger, and 
Alternatives, the principle Drinks in these days. 
No whiskey in sight until some more arrives from 
Fort Benton on permit. These Permits are issued 
by the Lieut. Governor of the Territories. Not 
more than Two Gallons or five gallons at a time 
and only Every six Months or once a year. The 
General drink in this Country are patented 
Medicines with a large percentage of Alcohol— 
sell for four ounce bottles one dollar Each. 
Extracts of Lemon and Vanilla sell for fifty and 
seventy-five cents per bottle. These were the 
favorite drinks and also Hot Drops. Anything 
to make a person feel good and drunk.12 

Clarke also describes a Christmas celebration with the "best 

the town could afford." The dinner in the richly decorated 

barracks was followed by drinking: "most of the Boys took the 

best they could get—instead of old Rye took Pain killer and 

Hot Drops and flavored water and you may guess the time they 
13 had hooting it up." This was followed by a fight between 

the police and the citizens. 

Other shorter extracts concerning police drinking are 

found throughout the diary such as: "Dock Robertson, a Police­

man, was put in the guard house this morning being drunk on 

14 

Bay Rum and Florida water." Robertson appeared to be ha­

ving his problems as the following day Clarke wrote "Dock 

Robertson was fined five dollars and seven days in the Guard 

room for refusing the draw water. He said he was sick." His 

drinking problems were well known, since a month earlier, he 

had been reported as — Dock "drunk this last six weeks back. 
He is drinking Bay Rum and Jamica Ginger. He drank five or 

15 six bottles a day." Evidently, for some police recruits, 

the adjustment to the frontier was not particularly easy. 

7 



When conflicts between the police and townspeople sur­

faced, alcohol usually was involved: 

The Boys of C. Troop and E. Troop Gave a dance in 
Martins Hall and a good many of Police got drunk 
with the citizens on Jamaica Ginger and there was 
nearly a rough house only the Citizens left in 
time, so there was no trouble. Half breed women 
and indian women were the principle ones at the 
dance. *•* 

One member of the force was fined and had his rank reduced 
17 "for not telling where he got his whiskey." 

The health of the men was also affected by concoctions 

when the liquor ran out. On April 24, Clarke's entry read: 

"The Police Boys are on a drunk again. Tony Lachapelle ar­

rived from Benton with quite a load of Jamaica Ginger and 

Whiskey." Only three days later "The Boys are drinking Ginger 
18 

rum and Hot drops now the whiskey is run out." 

Gambling occasionally accompanied the drinking—one mem-
19 

ber was reported to have won $100 playing "day and night now." 

There was also evidence that the police brought in their own 

liquor in Canada: "Corporal Henry returned from Benton with 

a cargo of whiskey and there was a great drunk in the bar-
2 0 racks." The police themselves apparently did not feel bound 

by the permit system. Nor did the drinking appear to be 

confined to enlisted men: "Capt. Winder and Inspt. Mclllree 

and Capt. Frechette were drunk all day and night and Cost. 
21 

Larkins. He was drunk and had five gallons of wine..." 
During the Christmas season the drinking seemed to 

reach its peak with the men celebrating the season away from 

their homes. On Christmas day Clarke recorded the following 

entry while at Fort McLeod: 
Christmas C Troop had their barrack fixed up splen­
did I mostly done it all myself. We had dinner 
at five. All the officers were present. Also the 
ladies we passed a very nice evening till about 
one when some of the Boys got drunk and commenced 
to fight...most of the men were drunk of Jamaica 
Ginger. All the officers joined with the Men til 
Morning. We had a good many Police Men and Citizens 
with us. 2 2 
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The celebrations carried right through to January when 

it was reported that: "Both C and E are on a drunk E boys 

marched into our room with a cage of whiskey with the bag 

pipes ahead of them and then there was a great time til 

last Post." And again on January 10: "most of the boys 

were drunk and kept it up till morning C. Ryan took C. 
23 

Daly s cag of whiskey." "" The worse of the heavy drinking 

among at least some of the police ended in a severe fire at 

Fort McLeod: 

All the Stables and Shoe Shop and Saddle Shop were 
burnt down this morning it commenced about four 
o'clock. In the Shoe Shop some of the Boys were 
drunk. Corpl. Paterson had had a bad Squaw in the 
Shoe Shop at night and she was drunk and they 
nocked pipes of the stove and it caught on the 
wall and roared out the stables. I was the second 
man at the fire, but we could not save it, it 
was all burnt down about seven in the morning.24 

The frontier experience is fraught with violence, generally 

involving use of alcohol. The police could not escape the 

predictable behaviour resulting from isolation and boredom 

on a frontier. It must have been confusing for Indians strug­

gling to understand the workings of the new institutions in 

the West when the enforcers frequently broke their own laws. 

This double standard, particularly over the use of alcohol, 

was particularly alarming and in some cases contributed to the 

decline of their authority. 

It is difficult to associate the social behaviour of the 

NWMP with their material culture or to decide whether the 

excessive drinking had an environmental explanation or not. 

But there is no doubt that the use of alcohol as a pallative 

was wide spread. Certainly in surroundings where there were 

few women and few institutions which men had known in the 

society they left, alcohol allowed frustrations a vent. 

In some cases it appears that class and rank distinc­

tions were relaxed at occasions where officers and enlisted 

9 
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men were, of necessity, thrown together to celebrate tradi­

tional holidays. Although some evidence suggests that dis­

tinctions remained, Clarke's diary is an indication that, at 

least in the early years, alcohol was the great equalizer 

between officers and the ranks. 

Vestiges of a class consciousness, however, continued 

to be evident. Even though the men and the culture they car­

ried with them had to adapt to survive, they still maintained 

a deference for authority. There are no examples of men who 

totally foresook their lifestyle to become "Greyowls;" in 

fact, it became clearly evident that the Anglo-Canadian way 

of life would prevail in the North-West. 

Thus a truly indigenous society existed only in the very 

early years at Fort Walsh. Its culture was a combination of 

British beliefs, American manufactured goods and a degree of 

adaptation to the environment that existed only until the ar­

rival of the railway in 1883. After isolation and survival 

had been mastered, the subsistence or pre-industrial way of 

life found material security with American commercial enter­

prise, and identity in the doctrine of British election pre­

valent in Upper Canada in the late 19th century. 


