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PREFACE
To an uncommon degree the history of the Battlefords reflects
the major forces which shaped Western Canadian development prior to
World War I.

In pre-white times the ford near the mouth of the Battle

River was the tribal feuding grounds of Cree and Blackfoot, and the
meeting place of both plains and woods Indians. With the coming of
the "pedlars" and Hudson's Bay Company men the present-day Battlefords
district became strategic fur country.

It was well-stocked with beaver

and handy to the buffalo herds of the plains, and competitive trading
posts were located in the vicinity. Surveyors, contractors, govern
ment and police officials, and settlers followed traders into the North
Saskatchewan parks country, and conflict between old and new ways,
between trade and agricUlture, between systems of land tenure, erupted
there in 1885. Again, Battleford's location was crucial. The relation
ship between railways and bnmigration, and the economic consequences
of good railway transportation to a wheat and cattle oriented country
are also admirably demonstrated by developments in the district at the
turn of the century.

Because a history of the Battlefords must touch

upon all these issues, and others important to Western Canada, this
locality is particularly interesting for detailed examination. With
the hope that understanding of our heritage may be gained from it, this
study of the Battlefords was undertaken.
ii
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CHAPI'ER I
FOR'llJNE IN FUR
Prospects of frontier freedom and fortunes in fur pUlled traders
into the little-known, scarcely explored territory of the North American
interior toward the end of the eighteenth century.

Of the rugged, ven

turesome and desperate who pushed inland along the North Saskatchewan
River looking for new beaver country, only a favored few like Frobisher
and Pangman were ever to retire with any great quantity of the golden
wealth of which they dreamed.

Nevertheless, prospects in trade seemed

so bright, that traders literally fought for their share of the fortunes
to be had from fur.

And what fortunes:

At the spring sales of North

American peltry in London, England, annual returns during the 1780's
hovered close to £ 200, 000. 1
The expanding European market for fur led to the rapid opening
up of the interior.

Because the man on the spot was advantageously

located to deal with Indian trappers, and was often able to intercept
furs intended for rival outfits, trading concerns despatched their junior
factors and wintering partners inland. This policy was not new at the

IDetailed figures may be found in Davidson, G. C., The North West
Company (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1918), p. 17. London
returns totalled £189,000 in 1782;£165,000 in 1783;£201,000 in 1784;
£242,000 in 1785; and £173,000 in 1786. Another authority confirms that
returns from Canadian furs averaged between £ 165,000 and £242,000; and adds
that the NorthWes t Company sh i pped the far 1arger share, as Hudson's Bay
Company shiJX1lents came to only about £30,000 annually. See Rich, E. E.,
The History of the Hudson's Bay Company, 1670-1870 (London: The Hudson's
Bay Record Society, 1959), vol. II, p. 120.
1

2

end of the eighteenth century, for significantly the first white men
to reach the Saskatchewan River country -- men like Henry Kelsey, the
Chevalier de la V{rendrye, and Anthony Hendar -- had been sent by large
trading companies to recruit business. This policy, however, had not
been consistently followed with the result that, despite Kelsey's
exploratory work as early as 1690-1692, la Verendrye's expeditions to
the forks of the Saskatchewan in 1749, and Henday's through journey to
the Rockies in 1754-1755, it was not until the late 1760's and early
1770's that regular brigades of white men were to make their way up
the North Saskatchewan River.
Prior to 1756 French forts and trading posts had dotted the
forested regions north west of the Great Lakes, as well as the plains
country, like scattered beads. Of these, Fort

a la

Corne, downriver

from the forks of the Saskatchewan, was closest to present-day Battle
fords.

But when the Seven Years' War broke out in 1756, French outposts

in the interior were almost deserted, and the British concentrated upon
the Hudson Bay basin.
When Montreal fell in 1760, trading parties again moved west
from the St. Lawrence. A group of enterprising Britishers reorganized
the ··old lt French fur brigades; and in 1761 Scots and French traders,
voyageurs and poYreYli de pojj left for the interior. They were stopped
temporarily in Lake Superior country, where Pontiac had captured western
headquarters at Fort Michilimackinac. But within ten years they reached
the Saskatchewan River.

3

Possibly the first to do so after the British conquest was
a French-Canadian named Franceway, who wintered on the Saskatchewan
in 1766. Close on his heels came James Finlay, who built a new post
on the old site of Lower Fort Nipawee. Another trader from Montreal,
Thomas Corry, was licensed at Michilimackinac to winter in the North
West during the 1767 season, and may have arrived there about the
same time as Finlay.

In 1769 Finlay, accompanied by twelve French

,

traders, moved to Fort a la Corne; and one of his traders was stationed
with five men at Basquea, now the Pas.

Corry spent 1770 at Fort Bourbon

on Cedar Lake; but moved up river the next year with thirty men and a
guide.

In 1772 Joseph Frobisher built on the site of old Fort Pasquoyac

on the Saskatchewan. These were but the first of many to come.

By

1774 Montreal traders were so well established in the area, and making
such inroads on business, that the Hudson's Bay Company was compelled
to move inland, and that year buil t its first permanent post on the
Saskatchewan.
This is possibly the most convenient and significant date at
which to begin a discussion of the opening up of the North Saskatchewan
River country, for within twenty years, rival trading stations mush
roomed along its full length. Samuel Hearne, the famous trader-explorer
of the Arctic, built Cumberland House for the Hudsonfs Bay Company on
Pine Island Lake in 1774. His work party, which included Matthew Cocking
and Robert Longmoor, eleven company men and four upland Indians, erected
a substantial, well-provisioned post, ideally located at the heart of
a whole system of waterways, near three Indian tribes.

,

Two years later,

independent pedlars with headquarters in Montreal set up business in a

4

Lower Settlement at the junction of the Sturgeon and Saskatchewan
Rivers, near present-day Prince Albert.

Shortly thereafter, one of

their number, Peter Pangman, built near Silver Grove, some 450 miles
,;'

up river from Cumberland. Montreal-connected Barthelemi Blondeau fol
lowed him to bu ild only four hundred yards away. This comprised Fort
du Milieu, or Middle Settlement.

During 1778 Longmoor of the Hudson's

Bay Company wintered there. Meanwhile Pangman himself pushed further
west to the Eagle Hills or Montaigne d'Aigle country, to build his
Upper Settlement, just nine miles from where North Battleford stands
today.

It and a rival post, Pidgeon's House, were open for business by

the fall of 1778.
As traders poured into the country a price war inevitably
developed.

During the 1769-1770 season, for example, a well-made gun

was worth twenty beaver or forty marten; a hatchet four beaver; and a
knife one beaver. Three years later, in 1772-1773, Thomas Corry at
Cedar Lake traded a three-foot gun for only six beaver, and a four-foot
gun for ten beaver; while Franceway at Nipawee did very little better. 2
Price-slashing by the independents and their encirclement of
the large Hudson's Bay Company post at Cumberland were effective. The
competition compelled the senior company to move further inland and
Hudson House was opened upriver in 1779. Although two independent out
fits promptly built a hundred yards away, Hudson's Bay men traded 6,000
made beaver and 900 pounds of pemmican at their new post that winter.

2Rich ,

Ope

cit., pp. 38-39.

5

The next year, 7,000 made beaver were handled by the twenty men sta
tioned there under Longmoor. 3 In 1780 Somerset House was opened by
the Hudson's Bay Company at the mouth of the Turtle River, and before
long a rival post, Turtle Fort, was built not far away. William Holmes,
then of the North West Company, located at the mouth of the Battle
River in 1785, if not within then near the present-day townsite of
Battleford. And the first of the four Pine Island trading posts was
built about sixty miles beyond during the summer of 1786. By 1786, then,
aggressive, highly-competitive whites, intent on making fortunes in fur
and addicted to the wild freedom of' the frontier, had penetrated the
Saskatchewan-Battle Rivers area.
These trading centres were strategically located between the
beaver reserves of the northern forests and the buffalo herds of the
plains.

As traders moved inland their river supply lines lengthened,

costs and difficulties of transporting trading goods and food became pro
hibitive, and the necessity for local provisioning urgent.

As early as

1754 Anthony Henday had noted the advantages of the Saskatchewan Parks
country in this respect.

On August 30 of that year, he journeyed north

west from the Eagle Hills, passing a little south of tOday's Battleford,
where he noted that there was "plenty of good water", "plenty of fru it
trees", "plenty of Moose, Waskesew, Swans, Cranes, White & Grey Geese
also a few Ducks", and that ''BuffalO has taken the route upwards". 4 For
the next two weeks, it may be surmised, his party lived well on wild

3Ibid ., p. 77.
\urpee, L. J. (ed.), "York Factory to the Blackfeet Country;
the Journal of Anthony Hendry, 1754-1755" (Ottawa: Royal Society of Canada
Transactions. Reprinted: 3rd ser., vol. I, section II, no. V, 1907), p. 331.

6

game and fruit.

Later traders in the area enjoyed the same practical

advantage. Food was near to hand; and forts in the vicinity became
provision stations as well as fur depots.
Competition for fur not only accelerated the opening up of this
part of the country; it also temporarily wrecked the essential working
relationship established by whites with Indians.

During the 1770's and

1780's western traders literally fought for fur; and the bribery, terror,
and murder which accompanied trade are illustrated by events at trading
posts in what is now the Batt1efords district.
Peter Pangman was the first trader to build a permanent post
in the immediate vicinity, although he did not outstrip his competitors
for long. He built his fort on the north bank of the Saskatchewan across
from the Eagle Hills in 1778. At that time, the Eagle Hills, or Miki§ew
5
Wache of the Cree, were well-stocked with wild game and the shallow
creek, also Mikisew, with beaver. Matthew Cocking, a Hudson's Bay Company
trader who camped there in September of 1772, mentions seeing moose and
red deer on the high land and trapping beaver in the creek,6 as had
Henday.

Alexander Henry stopped near the ruins of what had been Pangman's

fort in 1808, and confirms that game was plentiful. He wri tes

·~hat

formerly these hills were famous for beaver, there being many deep valleys

5

Burpee, L. J. (ed.), ttAn Adventurer from Hudson Bay; Journal
of Matthew Cocking, from York Factory to the Blackfeet Country, 1772
1773" (Ottawa: Royal Society of Canada Transactions. Reprinted: 3rd
ser., vol. II, section II, no. III, 1908), p. 105.

7

and rivulets, well-wooded.,,7 Drawn by these obvious lures, Pangman
built his post on a sheltered bottom beneath a hill on the north bank
8
of the river, about nine miles below the mouth of the Battle. Other
9
traders i~~ediately followed. That same fall, Pidgeon's House was

.

~

bUIlt nearby; and Booty Graves, Barthelemi Blondeau, and William Holmes
arrived to winter at Pangman's post.

Charles McCormick, a man named

Gebosh, and Robert Grant came up river to the settlement after freeze-up.
The tactics employed by this ftparcel of wild fellows, such as
Mac'Cormick, going about with Sword in hand, threatening the Indians to
0
• h h·1m wheter
h
tt 1
..
d a
rnake them t rade WIt
th
ey ·
Will or not,
preCIpItate
local war at Pangman's Eagle Hills Fort in the spring of 1779. Early
in the trading season, a large band of Cree had come to the post to trade.
They were done out of their fur by generous issues of rum, and in the
ensuing celebration an obstreperous Indian named Ke-pouche, who was
given an overdose of laudanum in grog by McCormick and Gebosh, died.
Partly to avenge his death, and partly to demand the trading goods they

7Coues, Elliott (ed.), The Manuscript Journals of Alexander
Henry, Fur Trader of the North West Company, and of David Thompson,
Official Geographer and Explorer of the same Company, 1799-1814
(New York: Francis p. Harper, 1897), vol. II, p. 499.
8located on section 22, township 42, range 15, west of the 3rd
meridian, or, approximately four miles west of Denholm and two miles south
towards the Saskatchewan River. There are no ruins. See Morton, A. S.,
"Historical Geography of the Canadian West of 1870" (Unpublished manu
script in the Archives of Saskatchewan), vol. X, pp. 516, 522.
9Ibid ., p. 518.
IOTomison to Longmoor, March 15, 1779, in Rich, E. E. (ed.),
Cumberland House Journals and Inland Journal, 1775-82, with an Intro
duction by Richard Glover (London: The Hudson's Bay Record Society,
1951). First ser., 1775-79, p. 290.

8

felt should have been theirs, the victim's tribesmen returned the fol
lowing spring and camped on a hill behind the post.

Philip Turnor, a

surveyor with the Hudson's Bay Company, who was camped at the next stop
ping place downriver, describes the sequel.
On April 22, 1779, an old Indian man came and made a
speech desiring the Frenchmen to get up and not lay to
be killed in their beds, to arm themselves for the Indians
was coming to kill them, McCormack's Linguist asked the man
to come in and smoke a Pipe but McCormack refused leting
him smoak, but desired his Linguist to tell him to put on
Petticoats that he was only an old Woman and that he would
cut his tongue out which his Linguister refused, McCormack
then sent for Cole who was fond of such an office and
fully executed his orders, the Indian said it was well and
went and stripped their Tents and packed up their things
and about 10 AM the Indians came down the hill in small
parties and stood a time and looked at the Canadians as
they were dividing and packing their furrs, after they had
looked on some time one of them shott Cole in the Breast
and killed him on the spot, one of Peter Pangmans men ran
after him but he got his gun loaded again and shot him in
the Belly of which he died in about 12 hours.... Im
mediately after Cole was killed both sides armed and the
engagement became general the Indians firing from the
Bushes and off the Hill and the Canadian from the corners
of their Houses. Il
During the fight the traders took cover in their houses, killed two
Indians, and wounded two others. Not until evening, when they handed
over u5 kegs of rum, cong. about 40 Galls. and a great quantity of other
Goods ttl2 was a cease-fire arranged. Gebosh managed to load fifteen packs

llTurnor, Philip, itA Journal of the Most Remarkable Transactions
and Occurrences from York Fort to Cumberland House, and from said House
to York Fort from 9th Septr 1778 to 15th Septr 1779", in Tynd.l, J. B.
(ed.), Journals of Samuel Hearne and Philip Turnor (Toronto: The Champlain
Society, 1934), Pp. 226-227.

l~ongmoor, Robert, "A Journal of the Most Remarkable Transac
tions and Occurrences Inl and from 27th September, 1778 to 12th May, 1779",
in Rich, E. E. (ed.), Cumberland House Journals and Inland Journal,
I 775-82, p. 332.

9

of fur into two canoes and get away with his men.

The other traders

escaped with only what they wore.

Some seventeen packs of prime fur,
13
each weighing about eighty-five pounds, had to be left behind.
The
Eagle Hills post was pillaged, destroyed, never rebuilt.
This incident, which was not an isolated one, underlined the
destructive attributes and potentially heavy losses inherent in the
system of trade.

As far back as 1775 a series of shifting alliances and

partnerships had been initiated to check the excessive competition, and
to improve relations with the Indian trappers. But in March, 1779 a
more decisive step was taken.

A majority of the independent traders

along the Saskatchewan agreed to pool their resources and profits in a
"General Partnership" .14 This one-year agreement, which divided the
business into sixteen shares, was signed by nine different firms repre
•
Mon t rea,
1 I. i Cl
hOl lmac kOlnae an d W
d " 'lnteress.
t 15 A.
sentlng
. estern tra,lng
o

second formal agreement was signed in Montreal in 1780 for three years
but it was renounced at the end of two, when one of the partners, a
Swiss trader Jean Etienne Wadin, was killed at Lac La Ronge by Peter

l3ybig.
l4.rurnor,

OPt

cit., ,p. 221.

l5Isaac Todd and James MeGill had two shares in the business;
Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher had two; John MeGill and Charles Paterson
two; Simon McTavish two; William Holmes and Robert Grant two; Jean
Etienne Wad in two; George McBeath two; while John Ross and Forrest Oakes
each controlled one share. Todd, the McGill brothers, McTavish, and
Oakes were Montreal business men, McBeath was stationed at Michilimackinae,
the Frobishers, and Holmes, Grant, Ross and iadin were western traders.

10
Pond's men.

Pond himself was accused of the murder, but later acquitted.

However, the incident broke up the uneasy partnersh ip, and uninhibited
competition was resumed.

During the winter of 1783-1784 a third agree

ment, officially called the North West Company, this time of five years'
duration, was concluded. Stock in the company was again divided into
sixteen shares; the partners pooled their capital and supplied trading
goods.

Although many of the signatories were the same as before some
of the smaller outfits were eliminated. 16 However, despite this positive
advance towards cooperation, competition among the pedlars and independ
ents was not altogether eliminated.

Peter Pond, who had a one-share

option in the new company, did not ratify it until 1785.

Peter Pangman,

for whom no adequate provision had been made, persuaded the Montreal
firm of Gregory and McLeod to back him, and established a rival organ
ization. The death of one of his partners, John Ross, a year later in
a scuffle with Pond's men in Athabasca, propelled Pangman's group towards
amalgamation with the larger Montreal organization and in July, 1787 'the
two interests combined. However, dissension continued to plague the
ranks of the North West Company.

In 1795 a splinter group withdrew;

and in 1798 Sir Alexander Mackenzie organized defectors into a rival
firm, the X Y Company.

Not until November 5, 1804 did an agreement signed

in Montreal bring the X Y and the old North West Companies together, leav
ing only their combined forces and the Hudson's Bay Company to contest

16Simon McTavish had three shares; Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher
had three; George McBeath retained two; Robert Grant hung on to two
as did Patrick Small; Nicolas Montour had two; Peter Pond and William
Holmes each had one share.

11
wes tern trade.
These agreements had been inspired by a desire to regulate the
petty, often-violent rivalry of the independents, to enable them to com
pete efficiently with the Hudson's Bay Company, and to restore Indianwhite relations to a footing conducive to profitable trade.

That they

achieved a measure of success is evidenced in their increased fur
returns for the period.

In 1784, 1785, and 1786 the North West Company's

yearly returns averaged about £ 30,000.

After the 1787 amalgamation they
rose steadily, and from 1792 to 1795 averaged £ 72,000. 17 By 1810 they
had jumped to £150,000. 18 In 1795, the North West Company controlled
11/14ths of the trade, the Hudson's Bay Company only 2/14ths and other
firms the remainder. 19 Trading standards were stabilized as cut-throat
competition declined.

In 1819, according to the geDerally accepted

scale, three marten equalled one beaver, eight muskrat one beaver, one
lynx one beaver, one wolverine one beaver; while one silver fox equalled
two beaver, one otter two beaver, one black bear two beaver, and one
black fox equalled four beaver. By the same scale, a butcher knife was
worth one beaver, a woollen blanket eight beaver, and a gun fifteen

17Rich , E. E.,

!ft1Q, vol. II, p. 186.

The History of the Hudson's Bay Company, 1670

180n the Origin and Progress of the North West Company of
Canada, with a History of the Fur Trade as Connected with that Concern:
and Observations on the POlitical Importance of the Company's Intercourse
with, and Influence over the Indians or Savage Nalions of the Interior,
and on the Necessity of Maintaining anQ Supporting the System from which
that Influence Arises, and by which it can be Preserved (London: Cox,
son and Baylis, 1811), P. 9. A typescript copy is in the Shortt Library,
University of Saskatchewan.
19Rich , E. E.,
1870, vol. II, p. 186.

The History of the Hudson's Bay Company, 1670

12

beaver. 20
Trading practice in the Saskatchewan-Battle Rivers country was
neither immediately nor completely

refo~ed

by this clean-up campaign.

However, it was the centre of important activity during the period of
negotiation and contract. Bitter, many-sided rivalry, accompanied by
strong-arm methods, prevailed during 1785 and 1786 between William
Holmes of the North West Company at his Battle River post and his com
petitors and associates located up the Saskatchewan on Pine Island.
Holmes, like Pangman, was an old hand in the interior and had selected
a likely spot for trade. He built his post about two hundred yards
above the Battle River, near present day Battleford, on the traditional
feuding ground and meeting place of Cree and Blackfoot nations. One of
the early traders in the district, William Pink of the Hudson's Bay
Company, referred to this river as

n

tt
l !'otinoto ,21 Cree for ttthey fight

each other", and so it was named -- Fighting or BattIe River .22 Holmes'
post near its mouth was not only a tribal meeting place by a ford in the
.

.

river, but close to good beaver and buffalo country.

23

In 1808 Alexander

20DaVI-d son, OPe CIt.,
p. 242 •

2l pink , William, Jpurnal, February 19, 1770, quoted in Morton,
op• cit., v. X, p. 530.
22Saskatchewan Historical Society Files in the Archives of Sask
atchewan give the origin of the name as Noo-tin-too-si-pi, which means
"fighting water".
23ry rrell, J. B., (ed.), David Thompson's Narrative of his Explora
tions iO Western America 1784-1812 (Toronto: The Champlain Society, 1916).
On the map which is enclosed, originally drawn in 1813-1814 for the North
West Company, Thompson has marked a North West Company post on the south
east bank of the Battle River near its junction with the North Saskatchewan
River. Presumably this is the location of William Holmes' post.
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Henry wrote:

'~he

Battle River comes in from the SW broad and shallow,

Beavers are very numerous up this river, but it is dangerous to go
there on account of the numerous Slave Indians, who inhabit its upper
parts, and of the Assiniboine who live on the lower part and are nearly
as treacherous as the others ...24
Like Pangman before him at Eagle Hills, Holmes was first at
Battle River.

He was open for business by August 1785. But again, it

was not long before competitors followed and that same fall, four of
Pangman's men pitched tents near Holmes' fort.

He cornered trade by

simply locking every Indian who came with fur to trade inside his pali
sades, Not until ··they rose and threatened to kill if they were not set
at Liberty .. 25 did he release them.
men.

26

He also threatened to shoot Pangman's

In the face of Holmes' excessive energy, Pangman's crew tented

for three months without acquiring a single pelt and netted only eleven
packs of fur late in the season,
Meanwhile William Tomison, head factor at Hudson House and Chief
Inland for the Hudson's Bay Company, decided to build beyond Battle
Ri ver. Upon the advice o.f friendly Indians and an independent Montreal
adventurer, Donald MacKay, he selected a site on Pine Island, now often
called Spruce Island, some sixty miles up the Saskatchewan beyond the
mouth of the Battle. 27 In August, 1786 Tomison sent Magnus Spence to

24aenry,

Ope

cit"

p. 55.

25uudson House Journal, May 5, 1786, quoted in Morton, ope cit.,
vo1. X, p, 532.

26~., January 29, 1787, p. 552.
27The legal description of Pine Island is number 5, section 18,
township 49, range 21, west of the 3rd meridian.
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pre-empt ground and to cut timber for the post.

On September 30 he

despatched six canoes with men and supplies, and on October 1 sent
eleven more men overl and under Robert Longmoor to bu ild the settlement.
In November, Tomison himself arrived to take charge.
Competition flourished.

By the end of October, 1786 four separ

ate trading agencies were open for business at Pine Island.

They in-

eluded MacKay's independent house, the first to be built on the Island,
28
Hudson's Bay Company's Manchester House, Pangman's Island post,
and
an agent for Holmes who was himself still at Battle River.

In addition,

Tomison, Pangman and MacKay each sent representatives to the Battle with
instructions to act together against Holmes.

In describing the discourag

ing situation Tomison predicted that the constant "striving against each
other '••• will soon put an end to trade",29 and noted that the "Indian
has nothing to do but go from house to house, get drunk and beg Goods
on expectation of what they are to bring". 30
However, less than a year later the effects of the amalgamation
in Montreal were evident in this remote sector.

In 1787, as has been

mentioned, Pangman, Gregory and McLeod joined the North West Company.
Its agency on Pine Island was accordingly closed and Pangmants larger
post became the North West Company depot there. He himself stayed on as
head trader until 1790, when James Finlay, a son of the James Finlay

28

Ope

''Hudson House Journal", November 2, 1786, quoted in Morton,
cit., vol. XI, p. 552.

29Tomison to Walker, November 14, 1786, quoted in Morton, ope
cit., p. 550.
30
Turnor, Ope cit., P. 581.
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mentioned earlier, took over. Donald MacKay and a friend, Agnus Shaw,
formed another partnership with western headquarters at Nipigon in
1787 and Shaw took charge of MacKay's Pine Island post. He, too, was
induced to join the North West Company in 1788 and this post was then
also closed. Holmes' Battle River agency had been incorporated into
the North West network earlier. Edward Umphreville, who transferred
from the Hudson's Bay Company to the ranks of the North Westers, took
charge of the Battle River post for two seasons but shortly after an
attack by the Gros Ventres in the spring of 1788, it too was abandoned.
Only the Hudson's Bay Company and the North West Company houses on Pine
Island then remained open for trade in what is now the Battlefords
area.
Despite the elimination of analler trading concerns and the cur
tailment of many-sided competition in the district, these two post con
tinued in business for only a short period.

In October, 1793, the Gros

Ventres attacked. The island site of the two posts was beautiful,
profitable, and seemed relatively safe.

Cree, Assiniboine, Gros Ventres

and Blackfeet dominated the Western plains. Beyond them, in the wooded
country at the source of the Battle, lived beaver-hunting tribes, and
to the north and east stretched the great fur bel t. Understandably,
when beaver-trappers came to trade, clothing, rum and ammunition
were freely distributed, for beaver was money. By contrast, the proud
plains tribes, who brought mostly buffalo hides and wolf skins, did
not do so well.

Insulted and insecure because the woods Indians were

acquiring more guns from the posts, the Gros Ventres attacked Pine
Island in 1793. Dunean M'Gillivray, a clerk for Angus Shaw, describes
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the background situation in his Journal.
The Crees being the most powerful clan in this quarter,
have been involved in frequent quarrels with the Gros
Ventres for many years past, but as they mutually feared
each other their hostilities amounted only to the death
of a few of either party, when they occasionally met at the
Fort; 'till summer -- 93. It happened at that time that
a band of Gros Ventres consisting of 16 lodges was dis
covered near South Branch by a party of Crees, who bnmed
iately resolved to revenge all their former injuries, by
exterminating entirely those unfortunate wretches. -
For this Purpose they watched their opportunity and when
the others were retired to rest unsuspicious of danger,
they fell upon them like hungry Wolves and with remorse
less fury butchered them all in cold blood except a few
children whom they preserved for Slaves •••• The Gros
Ventres being intimidated from attempting any speedy
revenge upon the Crees, fo~ed the design of attacking us,
whom they considered as the allies of their enemies. For
this purpose a Strong party endeavored to plunder Pine
Island Fort the ensuing winter, [1793] but the attempt
was fortunately unsuccessful so far as regards the Company·s
property, and the horses and baggage they pillaged from the
Men was bought by the blood of four Savages who afterwards
died of the wounds they received on this oec8ision. They
attacked the English Fort at this time, and plundered it
completely, destroying what they could not conveniently
carry away, and if the people had not luckily saved them
selves by flight, they would certainly have fallen victims
to the merciless rage of the savages .31
Shortly thereafter what was left of the posts was evacuated and
a year later only ruins remained. The same M'Gill1vray, when he stopped
there overnight in 1794 with a brigade travelling upriver to Fort George,
nostalgically noted:
We arrived at Pine Island Fort about Sunset. -- The men
regret the friendly reception that used to await them at

31Morton, A. S. (ed.), The Journal of Duncan M'Gillivray of
the North West Company at Fort George on the Saskatchewan, 1794-5
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1929), pp. 62-63.
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this place after the fajigues of the Voyage, but it
is now in a ruined cond tion, the buildings are con
sumed to ashes and in a few years no traces will remain
to shew that it has ever been inhabited by Christians. 32
Fortunately, however, the few traces which did remain have proven
more durable than M'Gillivray expected. Professor A. S. Morton, then
head of the Department of History at the University of Saskatchewan, and
Campbell Innis, local historian of Battleford, visited the Pine Island
site in November, 1927, and reported:
In spite of the fact that the island has been submerged
by the June freshets twice in the memory of old timers,
the ruins are in a tolerable state of preservation. The
cellars are deep and the mud-piles mixed with stone, which
are the remains of the chimneys, have not been washed away.
The positions in the buildings in the west half fort make
it possible to sketch a plan of the interior.33
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Morton goes on to explain that the exact location of "the palisade
cannot be traced -- at least not without careful moving of the debris",
but that measurements of the ruins indicate it to have been approxi
mately 125 by 160 feet.

As usual there were two gates, one facing east

and the other west, overlooking the two streams of the river.

A large

house stood in the centre of the enclosure, presumably that of the
wintering partner or proprietor.

On special occasions ceremonial pro

cessions would have passed through the gates, across the open square, to
the Indian Hall in the wintering partner's house, where the chiefs met
in counc il wi th the head trader.

Two very 1arge cell ars near the ru ins

of this house were in all probability icehouses or "glacieres" where
meat was kept frozen until the annual departure of the spring brigade,
indicating its importance as a provision post. Eight pounds of meat
per head per day were required.

The houses of the men were built checker

board fashion across the corners of the square.
Morton identifies this site as being that of the North West
Company post 34 because it is located close to the lower end of the
island, and because of its size. The Hudson's Bay Company post, up
island, was described by Tomison as being "60 fot [sic] by 22 within
the walls, but much too low and very ill constructed",35 and enclosed by
a stockade. Morton estimates that the men employed in the larger fort
would number nearly eighty, while the number of men at Hudson's Bay

34 Ibid ., p. 571.
35uudson Hou§e Journal, November 2, 1786, quoted in Morton,
A. S., t~istorical Geography of the Canadian West of 1870", vol. XI,
p. 552.

Company posts did not normally exceed thirty. Further, the layout of
the fort does not follow the pattern of the English Company's posts,
in which the men's houses were customarily located in a row along the
pal isade. 36
Investigation at the sites of the Eagle Hills and Battle River
posts has not proved as fruitfUl.

Presumably the structures there were

more quickly thrown up and were not as solidly built, having less perman
ent foundations.

One authority suggests that in all probability the ruins

of the Will iam Holmes' Battle River post have disappeared "due to the
change in the river channel and subsequent flooding'·. 37
Despite the fact that few concrete traces of posts in the Battlefords area remain, and that this wildly competitive era in trade soon van
ished, the legacy left by these early traders has permanent significance.
Seeking fur, they opened up new country for, to them, undreamed-of future
settlement; and they brought trading goods from technically skilled
civilizations which were eventually to undermine traditional Indian cu1
ture and means of sustenance. The conflict between the North West
Company and the Hudson's Bay Company was resolved in 1821 when the former
was incorporated into its longer established rival.

In the Battlefords

district, as elsewhere in the North West, competitive trade ceased;
Forts Carlton, Pitt and Edmonton were kept open; smaller posts, other

3610 letter to the author dated February 4, 1966, M. K. Baker,
administrative assistant in the Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources,
states that he visited the Pine Island site in October, 1965 and found
"only a series of depress ions and an indication of ru ined chimney piles If.
He adds, however, that archeological research is to be undertaken on the
Island in the summer of 1966.
37Baker to the author, February 4, 1966.
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than transitory seasonal stations, were eliminated.
officers and men employed

~

The number of

the Company os wt back from 1,983 at

the time of the coalition to 827 in 1825. ~ The traditional Hudson's
Bay pOlicy of civility to Indian trappers was enforced and the syste
matic depletion of beaver replaced by a conservation program. The
stable working arrangement established by the Hudson's Bay Company
traders with the Indians in the North West during the nineteenth century
contributed to the later comparatively peaceful settlement of the Canadian
prairies and its adherence to the British connection.
By 1800 unbridled competition in the fur trade had run its
course. Fifty years later scientists, surveyors, and settlers were look
ing to the western horizon, making ready to move into the SaskatchewanBattle Rivers country.

3~erk, Frederick (ed.), Fur Trade and Empire; George Simpson's
Journal, Remarks connected with the Fur Trade in the Course of a Voyage
from York Factory to Fort George and Back to York Factory 1824-1825 1
together wlth accompanying documents (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1931), p. xx.

ClIAPTER II
PRELUDE TO SET'ILEMENT

By the l850's it was apparent to the British and Canadian govern
ments that farmers must inevitably follow traders into the North lest;
and that if the transition to a land-based economy from a fur-oriented
one was to be peacefully accomplished, preparation for change must begin.
As a first step, the British government in February, 1857 appointed a
Select Committee to inquire into the administration of Rupert's Land
and the Indian Territories by the Hudson's Bay Company and, after study
ing the Committee's Report, initiated negotiations with the Governors
of the Company to cede substantial areas to Canada. Two months after
the appointment of the Select Committee, both governments sent explora
tory expeditions into the Western interior, to gather information about
its natural resources, ascertain its settlement potential, and map pos
sible routes for a transcontinental railroad. And within twenty years
definite steps were taken by Canada to establish governmental and law
enforcement machinery, to reach amicable agreement with the Indian popu
lation, to survey the North West, and to provide the communications
and transpotrtation facil i ties prerequ is i te to large-scale agricnl tural
settlement.
The appointment of the Select Committee on the Hudson's Bay
Company on February 5, 1857 was prompted by several specific circum
stances. Its license for exclusive trading privileges in the Indian
21

22

Territories west of Rupert's Land was to come up for renewal in 1859.
Farmers in both Canada and the United States were looking to the North
West for land and Canadian statesmen were advocating annexation.
Trouble between traders and settlers in the Req River colony had erupted.
Farther west, residents of Vancouver Island were demanding administra
tive changes.

In attempting to resolve these problems and pressures,

and in deciding how Rupert's Land should be administered, the Committee
was faced with three possible solutions:

transfer it to Canada, leave

it under the jurisdiction of the Hudson's Bay Company, or establish
another Crown Colony.
Much of the information submitted to the

nineteen~ember

Com

mittee and its chairman, Secretary of State for the COlonies Henry
Labouchere, was contradictory.

Sir George Simpson, who in the course

of his thirty-seven years as Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company had
travelled the length and breadth of the land and knew it well, declared
unequ i vocally that no

ft

part of the Hudson t s Bay Company' s terri tories

is well adapted for settlement; the crops are very uncertain,·.l

And

when asked specifically about the Saskatchewan River country, he expres
sed an even more unfavorable opinion.

ttThe climate is more vigorous",

he said, "and the crops are even less certain on that ri ver :.2 Sir
John Richardson, a

n~turalist

who had travelled with Sir John Franklin's

exploratory expeditions in 1819-1821, 1825-1827, and 1848-1849, and who

IGreat Britain, Report of the Select Committee on the Hudson's
Bay Company, together with the Proceedings of the Committee, Minutes of
Evidence, Appendix and Index (Ordered by the House of Commons to be
printed, 31 July and 11 August, 1857), p. 45.
2Ibid •

}
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had not the same vested interest in the fur trade, was of more moderate
opinion. When asked to estimate the country's potential "for purposes
of settlement and cOlonization", he said:
If, under the name of 'settlement', is meant the means of
subsistence simply, I think that a considerable popula
tion might subsist as high as Peace River upon the allu
vial points and the skirts of the prairie land, but if
it is to be a productive or progressive colony, I think
there are no means, and that there are not likely to be
any means of producing a flourishing colony without some
market or conveyance for the grain; tlley would only raise
grain enough to support themselves, but could not export
grain without better roads than exist at present; a rail
road from Canada, if such thing could be constructed,
might offer an outlet. 3
Richardson appreciated the close relationship between grain production,
transportation, and marketing. A third view, more vigorously settlementminded than Richardson's, was expounded by the official spokesman for
the Canadian government, Chief Justice William Henry Draper. He believed
that the NorthWest must be settled by Canada, if it were not to be taken
over by the United States; and he, too, was aware of the importance of
adequate transportation to the future political and economic development
of the region. Draper told the Committee:

"1 hope you will not laugh

at me as very visionary, but I hope to see the time when there is a rail
way going all across that country and ending at the Pacific.«4 Already
informed opinion realized the importance of railroads to western develop
ment, and this is particularly interesting in the light of Battlefordts
later isolation when the looked-for railroad was rerouted to the south.

3:Ibid., p. 151.
4.llW!., p. 218.
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After some six months and twenty-four witnesses, the Committee concluded:
It is essential to meet the just and reasonable wishes
of Canada to be enabled to annex to her territory such
portion of the land in her neighborhood as may be avail
able to her for the purposes of settlement, with which
lands she is willing to open and maintain communications,
and for which she will provide the means of local administra
tion. Your Conmittee apprehend that the districts on the
Red River and the Saskatchewan are among those likely to
be desired for early occupation. It is of great importance
that the peace and good order of these districts should
be effectively secured. Your Committee trust that there
will be no difficulty in effecting arrangements as between
Her Majesty's Government and the Hudson's Bay Company by
which these districts may be ceded to Canada on equitable
prineiples.5
As foreseen by the Committee, settlers soon reached the Sask
atchewan Valley. Trading posts at Forts Carlton, Pitt, and Edmonton were
already established; mission stations at Prince Albert and St. Laurent
were soon opened; and in 1875 farmers, merchants and civil servants
arrived at Battleford.
Acting upon the recommendations of the Committee, the British
government undertook to settle the pol itical status of the NorthWest.
However, negotiations with the Hudson's Bay Company and Canada proved
prolonged and difficult. Not until April, 1869 were arrangements for the
transfer of Rupert t s Land to Canada completed.

In compensation for its

rights and privileges in the area, Canada agreed to pay the Hudson's Bay
Company £300,000, to grant it one-twentieth of the land in the fertile
belt, to give it 50,000 acres near Company trading posts, and to purchase
the materials stock-piled by the Company for a projected telegraph line.
The Deed of Surrender was confirmed by Order in Council on July
5, 1869.

ArtiCle 2, entitling the Company to retain all posts and stations

5Ibid ., p. iii.
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then in use, and to choose an adjacent block of land, is the only clause
involving acreage close to the Battlefords.

Appended to the Deed is a

Schedule which allocates 25,700 acres in the Saskatchewan District to
the Hudson's Bay Company on this account.

The itemized list desig
nates 3,000 acres at Battle River as part of the grant. 6 An Order in
Council on June I, 1872 issued instructions for the land listed in the
schedule to be surveyed as soon as poss ible. 7 The Battle Ri ver grant
was first surveyed in 1873.

It included parts of sections 1, 12, 13

and 24 in Township 44 Range 17 West of the 3rd Meridian, and all of
sections 6, 7, and 18 as well as parts of sections 5, 8, 17 and 20 in
Township 44 Range 16 West of the 3rd Meridian. 8 Part of the present
North Battleford townsite was originally included in this Hudson's
Bay Company grant.
The inquiries of the Select Committee had indicated that
detailed, organized information about the North West was meagre, and
that the best informed people were traders, unsympathetic to settlement.
As far back as 1778 the Hudson t s Bay Company had hired its firs t trained
surveyor and mathematician to draw general purpose maps of the interior.
Philip Turnor, whose three-year

contrac~

as Inland Surveyor was signed

on May 6, 1778, kept records of meteorological and geographical data,

6p .C. 1503A O~.icrofilm in Archives of Saskatchewan).
7Reg • No. 16 Ref. 817 (Microfilm in Archives of Saskatchewan).
8Canada, Department of the Interior, Plan of Township 44,
Range 16, West of Third Meridian (June 2, 1884), and Plan of Township
44, Range 17, West of Third Meridian (April 1, 1930). (Public
Archives of Canada).
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mapped rivers and canoe routes, and located trading posts. David
Thompson, a teen-ager hired in 1784 by the British fur concern and
trained by Turnor, continued the work. His 1813 map of the Canadian
West was the most detailed then in existence. However, Thompson, Turnor,
and others like them wbo knew the interior and the Saskatchewan-Battle
Rivers country -- men like Alexander Mackenzie, Edward Umphreville, and
Peter Fidler -- had compiled their records and drawn their maps primarily
as an auxil iary to trade. Other information was needed. So while the
Committee met, two scientific exploratory expeditions were despatched
to the North West.
The British party, led by an Irish country gentleman and

a~y

officer, Captain John Palliser, reached Fort William in mid-June of 1857.
Palliser had been given special instructions by Colonial Secretary
Labouchere the previ.ous March, authorizing him to obtain ttgeneral as
well as special scientific knowledge tt about the region stretching from
the Red River through the Rockies, from the North Saskatchewan River to
the United States. Specifically, he was asked to check out u a route
favorable for emigration tt , to tfascertain the nature of the country",
and to t'find a pass across the Rocky Mountains ". 9 His party, including
scientists like Dr. James Hector, Edinburgh naturalist and geologist,
and Eugene Bourgeau, botanist, travelled in the North West for three years,

9palliser, John, The Journals, Detailed Reports, and Observa
tions Relative to the Exploration, by Captain Palliser of that Portion of
British North America, which in Latitude, lies between the Height of Land
or Watershed of the Northern or Frozen Ocean respectivelrt and in Longi
tude, between the Western Shore of Lake Superior and the Pacific Ocean
during the Years 1857, 1858, 1859, and 1860 (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode,
1863), p. 21.
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wintered at Carlton in 1857-1858, and at Edmonton in 1858-1859. The
Palliser expedition is widely-known for its generalizations about the
"three steppes", the "fertile bel tit, the "central arid plains" of what
is now western Canada, and for its selection of the northern Yellowhead
Pass route for a railway through the mountains.

Of more immediate inter

est to this study, however, is its estimate of the agricultural potential
of present-day Battleford country, located on the "second steppe" in the
"fertile belt" north of the ttarid plains u of the Report.

Palliser's

description of the region is concise and vivid, and his estimate of its
agriCUltural resources a startling contrast to that of Sir George Simpson.
From the Rocky Mountain House to Fort la Corne, the North
Saskatchewan traverses the plains in a valley that varies
in depth from 100 to 300 feet, and never exceeds two miles
in width. The greater part of this width is occupied by
alluvial flats, the river itself rarely exceeding 400 yards
in width. The alluvial flats, which form the finest qual
ity of land in this part of the country, are often well
timbered, but from the manner in which the river winds from
side to side of the valley, the 'points', as they are
termed, are seldom more than two or three miles in extent.
Wherever the banks of the valley slope gently back to
the higher prairie level, as at Fort Carlton, there are
to be found the most desirable spots for settlement. By
inspecting the map it will be observed that the general
course of the river is bounded by hills which sometimes
recede to a considerable distance. These hills rise two
to four hundred feet above the general level, and skirt
ing along their base there is often to be found areas of
land of fine quality, while the whole distance, sometimes
equal to 30 miles between the hills and the river, is fine
grazing land, and as it all lies within the limit of the
partially wooded belt of country, there are 'bluffs' that
will afford shelter to stock.
The richness of the natural pasture in many places on
the prairies of the second level along the North Saskatchewan
and its tributary, Battle River, can hardly be exaggerated.
Its value does not consist in its being rank or in great
quantity, but from its fine quality, comprising nutritious
species of grasses and carices, along with natural vetches
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in great variety, which remain throughout the winter
sound, juicy, and fit for the nourishment of stock.
Almost everywhere along the course of the North
Saskatchewan are to be found eligible situations for
agricultural settlement, a sufficiency of good soil is
everywhere to be found, nor are these advantages merely
confined to the neighborhood of the river; in several
districts, such as N.W. of Carlton, we traversed fine
land fit for all purposes, both of pasture and tillage,
extending toward the Thickwood hills, and also to be
found in the region of the lakes between Forts Pitt and
Edmonton.10
Palliser goes on to list factors conducive to agricultural settle
ment in the area. Good fish -- pike, sturgeon, cat-fish, gold-eyed
carp, and white fish -- were abundant. Good pasture for cattle -
goose-grass, pease-grass, vetches, and other winter resistant plants
was plentiful. Land lay ready for the plOW, relatively clear of
timber, as "the frequent fires which continually traverse the prairie
have denuded the territory of large forest trees".

And most important

of all, the land was suited to the production of cereal crops.

Palliser

notes that "first-rate specimens of barley and oats have been grown at
many of the forts", and states that wheat has not been successfully
produced because of bad seed and poor tillage, not because of an "unfit"
climate. ll This information is common currency today; but Palliser
and his men were the first systematically and scientifically to explore
the Battlefords country in the interests of settlement.
A Canadian party under Henry Youle Hind, Toronto professor of
chemistry and geology, arrived at Fort William on its way west about a

10!!U.t., p. 10.
11!!U.t., p. 12.

29

month and a half after Palliser. This expedition was subdivided into
three groups, one led by Hind himself, another by surveyor Simon Dawson,
and the third by W. H. Napier, engineer.

It, too, collected scientific

data on rock formations, land elevations, nature of soils, rainfall,
frosts, forest and mineral resources, vegetation, and animal life.
And it, like Palliser's expedition, added tremendously to the sum total
of what was known about the interior. However, Hind did not pass
through the country immediately adjacent to Battleford.
The exploratory work of these scientists differed in emphasis
from that of traders and proved invaluable to Canadian authorities
preparing for large-scale immigration into the west. Government, police,
telegraph, and railroad facilities required immediate action. When
Rupert's Land was taken over by Canada provisional government was af
forded by the Temporary Government Act of 1869; and this was renewed in
more permanent form in the

North~West

Government Act of 1871. By the

Man i toba Act of 1870, a "postage-stamp" province had been carved out
as Manitoba, having provincial autonomy, a Council and Lieutenant
Governor. For reasons of economy and convenience this official was
instructed to act also as Lieutenant-Governor of the Territories. At
this first stage of its political development, therefore, the North West
Territories were governed by appointed officials resident in a neighbor
ing province.

Adams G. Archibald, who had been one of the Fathers of

Confederation and a member of Parliament from Nova Scotia, and who inci
dentally had no close ties with any faction in the North West, took
over this respons ible double office on May 20, 1870. Because local legis
lative power was not clearly defined in the existing Act, and because the
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seat of government at Fort Garry was far removed both from the Terri
tories and from Ottawa, Archibald promptly encountered difficul ties.
On his arrival at his new post, after the long canoe trip from the
east, word reached him of a devastating small-pox epidemic in the inter
ior which had killed some 2,000 plains Indians. Whole tribes were
obliterated. Realizing that prompt quarantine measures must be taken
to prevent its spread east and south, and assuming that his powers were
those usually held by colonial governors, Archibald swore in three
councillors OD October 21 to draw up emergency small-pox legislation.
This they did, and for good measure added regulations prohibiting the
sale of liquor in the Territories. Six days later, when his papers
arrived from the east, the new Lieutenant-Governor found that his
decisive action had been unconstitutional. He was not legally empowered
to appoint a Council.
The functions and responsibilities of Archibald and his Council
were not clearly defined; and not until after Alexander Morris suc
ceeded him in December, 1872 was the situation clarified. Morris brought
wide experience to the post, having previously been Chief Justice of
Manitoba and a member of the federal Cabinet. An Order in Council,
dated February 12, 1873 and prepared under Sir John A. Macdonald's per
sonal direction, empowered Morris and this Couneil "to make and estab
1ish such ordinances as may be necessary for the peace, order and good
government of the said North-West Territories". These, however, were
subject to federal approval. 12

12Thomas, L. H., The Struggle for Responsible Government in the
1870-97 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1956), p. 57.
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By the North West Territories Act of 1875, which came into
operation on October 7, 1876, the area acquired separate political
existence. The new Act provided for the appointment of a Lieutenant
Governor and Councillors for the Territories, and for elected repre
sentation on Council when population in any district warranted. The
Lieutenant-Governor was given wide responsibility.

Over and above his

usual administrative and legislative duties, he was empowered to create
electoral districts, issue writs of election, appoint Justices of the
Peace, report on civil and criminal proceedings in territorial courts,
and issue liquor permits.

In addition he could, if necessary, direct

the disposition of the North West Mounted Police for the administration
of justice and the maintenance of peace.
Federal authorities originally chose Fort Pelly as Territorial
Capital but after second thoughts on the matter moved it to the more
centrally located Battleford in October, 1876. Quarters were not im
mediately available there, so the first Lieutenant-Governor of the
Territories, David Laird, set up his administration at the North West
Mounted Police Swan River barracks near Livingstone. Laird, one-time
editor of a Charlottetown newspaper and Minister of the Interior in
the Alexander Mackenzie administration, called the first session of
his Council at Swan River in March, 1877. Later that summer he arranged
for the move to Battleford.
The three members of the first Council were all paid government
officials -- Stipendiary Magistrates Lieutenant-Colonel Hugh Richardson
and Mathew Ryan, and North West Mounted POlice Commissioner Lieutenant
Colonel J. F. Macleod. Laird's administration from 1876 to 1881, during
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which time the capital was relocated at Battleford, brought the begin
ning of self-government in the North West Territories; for in 1881
Chief Factor Lawrence Clark of the Hudson's Bay Company Carlton post;
was elected to represent the neWly-created District of Lorne on the
Council. However, not until fifteen years after the Capital was moved
to Regina did representative evol ve into responsible government in 1897.
Interestingly, the four capitals of the North West Territories
denote stages in its progress towards provincial autonomy.

During the

Fort Garry interval territorial interests were attended to by Manitoba
officials. With the establishment of the capital at Swan River, the
North West Territories acquired a separate administration.

During the

Battleford years the first step was taken toward representative govern
ment.

And after the relocation of the capital in Regina responsible

government based upon control of the purse was achieved.
Simul taneously with the establ ishment of governmental machinery
for the Territories, federal authorities dealt with the question of law
enforcement in the West.

Legislation was passed in 1873 for the estab

lishment of a police force and the administration of justice. The
North West Mounted Police, then limited to 300 men, was specifically
instructed to stop the liquor traffic among the Indians, and to help
them adjust to the changes necessitated by settlement.

Officers of the

force were given limited judicial powers. On November 3, 1873 the first
recruits were assembled at the Old Stone Fort of the Hudson's Bay
Company at Fort Garry, where they received their warrants with name
and rank. The following July, 275 men marched West.

Captain G. A.

French, who had served in the Imperial Army, was their commanding officer.
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POlice posts were established almost immediately at Forts Edmonton,
Macleod, Calgary and Walsh, and headquarters were located at Swan River
near Livingstone. However, by the beginning of 1876 French was advo
cating the removal of his headquarters to a site at the mouth of the
Battle River. 13 That summer the move was made.
The first major task of senior police officers at Fort Battleford was to arrange treaty negotiations with the Indians of the Sask
atchewan River country. Local tribesmen were restless and uneasy with
the arrival of telegraph crews, railway and geological survey teams,
and settlers. Five years before, Cree and Blackfoot chiefs accompan
ied by a few Assiniboine and Saultaux, had initiated inquiries

u to

ascertain whether their lands had been sold or not, and what was the
intention of the Canadian Government in relation to them 14 They
tf

•

had heard of the treaty signed by tribes to the south-east, and on
April 13, 1871 requested the Hudson's Bay Company factor at Edmonton,
W. J. Christie, to forward their demands to the Territorial Governor
in Winnipeg. Sweet Grass, who later took a reserve about eighteen
miles west of Hattleford, was then head chief of the Crees and spoke
for the delegation. He said:

13rrench to Frechette, March 3, 1876, in Royal Canadian
Mounted POlice Records (Public Archives of Canada: R.G. 18, AI, vol. 10).
14Christie to Arehibald, April 13, 1871, in Morris, Alexander,
The Treatle! of Canada wits the Indign! of Manitoba and the North-West
Territories, including the Negotiations on which they were based, and
Other Information rela!inq thereto (Toronto: Belfords, Clarke & Co.,
1880), p. 169.
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Great Father, -- I shake hands with you and bid
you welcome. We heard our lands were sold and we
did not like it; we don't want to sell our lands;
it is our property, and no one has a right to sell
them.
Our country is getting ruined of fur-bearing
animals, hitherto our sole support, and now we are
poor and want help -- we want you to pity us. We want
cattle, tools, agricultural implements, and assistance
in everything when we come to settle -- our country is
no longer able to support us.
Make provision for us against years of starvation.
We have had great starvation the past winter, and the
small-pox took away many of our people, the Old, young,
and children.
We want you to stop the Americans from coming to
trade on our lands, and giving firewater, ammunition and
arms to our enemies the Blackfeet.
We made a peace this winter with the Blackfeet.
young men are foolish, it may not last long.15

Our

The items specifically mentioned by Sweet Grass in this message became
a recurring theme during official Treaty negotiations in 1876) and the
years of disillusion which followed.
During the summer of 1876 large bands of Indians met with
Commissioners Alexander Morris, James McKay and William J. Christie
at Forts Carlton and Pitt and at Battle River.

Plains and Woods Crees

parleyed at Carlton during mid-August, and their leading chiefs,
Mist-ow-as-is and Ah-tuk-uk-toop, signed a treaty there on August 23.
Other chiefs who signed at the same time were James Smith, John Smith,
Chip-ee-wayan, Yah-yah-tah-kus-kin-un,

Pee-yahan-kah~ihk-oo-sit, and

15
Sweet Grass to Archibald, April 13, 1871, in
pp. 170;"171.

~.,
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Wah.-wee-kah-nich-kah-oh-tah~ah-hote

or The Man you Strike in the

Back. 16 The less tractable Chief Beardy or Kah~lee-yes-too-waegs
and his Willow Crees from Duck Lake, held off until August 28.
Head Commiss ioner Alexander Morr is, then Lieu tenan t-Governor
of Manitoba, describes the lengthy discussions which began on August
18 in official correspondence.

He wrote in part:

I then proceeded to the Indian camp, together with my
fellow Commissioners, and was escorted by Captain
Walker and his troop [of N.W.M.P. from Battleford].
On my arri val I found that the ground had been most
judiciously chosen, being elevated, with abundance of
trees, hay marshes and small lakes. The spot which the
Indians had left for my council tent overlooked the whole.
The view was very beautiful: the hills and the trees
in the distance, and in the foreground, the meadow land
being dotted wi th clumps of wood, wi th the Indian tents
clustered here and there to the number of two hundred.
On my arrival, the Union Jack was hoisted, and the
Indians at once began to assemble, beating drums, dis
charging fire-arms, singing and dancing. In about half
an hour they were ready to advance and meet me. This they
did in a semicircle, having men on horseback galloping in
circles, shouting, singing and discharging fire-arms.
They then performed the dance of the "pipe-s tern It, the
stem was elevated to the north, south, west and east, a
ceremonial dance was then performed by the Chiefs and
head men, the Indian men and women shouting the while.
They then slowly advanced, the horsemen again preced
ing them on their approach .to my tent. I advanced to meet
them.... I had ascertained that the Indian mind was
oppressed with vague fears; they dreaded the treaty •••
I accordingly shaped my address, so as to give them con
fidence in the intentions_of the Government, and to quiet
their apprehensions.... [The Indians] saw the buffalo,
the only means of their support, passing away. They were

16Jackes, A. J., ''Narrative of the Proceedings connected with
the effecting of the treaties at Forts Carlton and Pitt, in the year
1876, together with a Report of the Speeches of the Indians and Com
missioners", in ibid., pp. 182-185.
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anxious to learn to support themselves by agriculture,
but felt too ignorant to do so, and they dreaded that
during the transition period they would be swept off
by disease or famine -- already they have suffered
terribly from the ravages of measles, scarlet fever and
small-pox.
It was impossible to listen to them without interest,
they were not exacting, but they were very apprehensive of
their future, and thankful, as one of them put it, "a
new 1ife was dawning upon them" .17
By August 23 the Chiefs in council had settled upon specific demands
in addition to their request for relief during times of famine and
pestilence, and for financial assistance during spring seeding. Teetee-quay-say spoke for them. Through an interpreter he asked for:
One ox and cow for each family. Four hoes, two spades,
two scythes and whets tone for each family. Two axes,
two hay forks, two reaping hooks, one plough and one
harrow for every three families. To each Chief one
chest of tools as proposed. Seed of every kind in full
to everyone actually CUltivating the soil. To make
some provision for the poor, unfortunate, blind and lame.
To supply us with a minister and school teacher of what
ever denomination we belong to. To prevent fire-water
being sold in the whole Saskatchewan.
As the tribe advances in civilization, all agricul
tural implements to be supplied in proportion.
W~en timber becomes scarcer on the reserves we select
for ourselves, we want to be free to take it anywhere on
the common. If our choice of a reserve does not please
us before it is surveyed we want to be allowed to select
another. We want to be at liberty to hunt on any place
as usual. If it should happen that a Government bridge
or scow is built on the Saskatchewan at any place, we
want passage free. One boar, two sows, one horse, harness
and wagon for each Chief. That we be supplied with medi
cines free of cost. That a hand-mill be given to each band.
Lastly in case of war occurring in the country, we do not
want to be liable to serve in it.18

17Morris to Mills, December 4, 1876, in~i9id.
18
Jackes, Ope cit., in ibid., p. 215.
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Another lesser chief,

Wah-wee-kah-nihk-kah-oo-tah~ah-hoteor

The

Man you Strike on the Back, supported the demands -- and with great
dignity urged the Commissioners to
have compass ion on the manner in which I was brought
up; let our children be clothed; let us now stand in
the light of day to see our way on this earth; long
ago it was good when we first were made, I wish the
same were back again. But now the law has come, and
in that I wish to walk. What God has said, and our
mother here (the earth), and these our brethren, let
it be so.19
The Commissioners dealt with the requests in detail and agreed to pro
vide relief during times of general famine and epidemic sickness.
They also promised $1,000 per annum financial assistance during seedIng for three years to those who took up farming on reserves.
Indians actually cUltivating the

~oil,

Only

were to receive the hoes,

spades, ploughs and harrows that had been asked for.
were to provide for their poor and disabled.

They themselves

The sending of Ministers

to the reserves was to be the responsibility of various religious
denominations, while the enforcement of liquor regulations fell to the
North West Mounted POlice.

In essence the terms settled upon were

much the same as those negotiated in previous Treaties, plus the import
ant Itfamine" and "three-year ass istance" clauses.
Chief Sweet Grass, eight other chiefs and their head men met
with the Commissioners at Fort Pitt on September 6.

After suitable

ceremony they accepted the same terms as those made at Carlton.

Big

Bear, of Riel Rebellion fame, was an important dissenter, taking par
ticular exception to the practice of hanging condemned criminals.

19Ibid ., pp. 215-216.
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On their return down the Saskatchewan River the Commissioners
met Red Pheasant, Wah-tah-nee and their Cree band at Battle River on
September 16. They had already taken treaty at Carlton, so the meet
ing was primarily an exchange of courtesies.

Among other things Red

Pheasant said:
I am a Battle River Indian, and I have chosen this place
before, and I am glad to see the Government here too, as
I know there is a chance of living. I want the Half-breed
claims at Battle River to be respected, and I do not wish
to turn out any white man; but I wish to return to my former
mode of life.
Ever since my grandfather lived at Battle River, it
has been my home. Our houses were swept off by a flood
two years ago, and after that we repaired some old houses
that were built by outsiders (other Indians), and we had
fenced in the buildings; but a short time ago some Canadians
arrived, knocked down the fences, and built inside the
enclosure.20
Wah-tah-nee continued:
We had chosen a point about a mile from the spot where we
are now speaking and got out logs for fences and houses,
and when we returned from the plains we found they had
all been taken away. There are now twenty families, and
ten more to come in from the plains.
We wish to be remembered to the Queen, and we are
thankful to see the Queen's soldiers coming to make their
homes on the land that we have been brought up on. I
hope that the Queen will look upon our poverty when she
hears that we are poor Indians and have welcomed her people
to live amongst us. This is my country where I have lived.
I want to make way for the Queen's men, and I ask her in
return to keep me from want. Next spring I want to plant
here, wherever I can get a piece of ground. By that time I
may have selected a spot for my reserve. The reason I want
to select my reserve is, that I do not want to be cramped
up by settlers. In the meantime I do not want any white
men to settle on the Eagle Hills.

20Ibid ., pp. 242-243.
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When I see that we are numerous, it will be the
Eagle Hills I will select as our reserve, although I
am very reluctant to leave tbe place I have been brought
up on. If I see that we are not likely to be numerous,
I may ~elect some other place across the Saskatchewan
River. This man, Peter Ballendine, knows that it is not
because settlers are coming bere that we speak of this
place, Battle River, but because we were here from of
01d.21
These two short speeches summarize the reluctant acceptance of new
ways and the loss of old ways on the part of the Indian population
who realized that the adjustment would be a difficult one, and asked
for help.

But underlying the whole exchange is the Indian and half-

breed claim to the land. The different concepts of land tenure held
by Indians and whites were a major cause of later hostilities.
While Lieutenant-Governor Morris and his fellow Treaty Commis
sioners strove to placate the Indians and arrange for them to settle
on reserves, federal authorities wrestled with another thorny pro
blem.

As a condition of British Columbiats joining Confederation

Canada had promised to build a transcontinental railway.

So on July

20, 1871 survey parties moved inland to map a route for it.

These

were exploratory in scope, and covered the area between Fort Garry
and Rocky Mountain House.

The next summer Engineer-in-Chief Sandford

Fleming toured the proposed route of the Canadian Pacific Railway.
He made a general reconnaissance, not a detailed examination, and
travelled along the north bank of the Saskatchewan, bypassing the
. southern tip of Jackfish Lake. 22 The railway itself was to follow

21IJU.2.., p. 243.
22rleming, Sandford, Report on Surveys and Preliminary Opera
lions on the Canadian Pacific Railway up to January 1877 (Ottawa:
MacLean, Roger & Co., 1877), p. 37.
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the south bank of the Saskatchewan through present-day Battleford,
continue to a point south of Edmonton, thence to Jasper, pass through
Ye1lowhead Pass and proceed to Burrard Inlet on the Coast.

The aban

donment of this "northern" route in favor of Kicking Horse Pass
during the 'eighties was to have significant repercussions on Batt1e
ford's development.

However, in 1873 survey work progressed along

the North Saskatchewan.
Another important prel iminary to railroad construction was
the building of a telegraph line; in 1874 it was completed as far as
Livingstone.

On October 30 that year Richard Fuller, a Hamilton con

tractor, agreed to build the second section of the Western Telegraph
Line from Livingstone to a point south of Edmonton for the Canadian
government.

The contract price of the 550 miles of telegraph was

$117,150 or $213 a mile and maintenance for five years was to cost
$13,000 per annum. 23 By March, 1875 arrangements had been made to
survey the 775 miles between Livingstone and Yellow Head Pass; that
summer Fuller established his work camp headquarters at the mouth
of the Battle River.

He completed his contract just two weeks behind

schedule, on July 15, 1876 with some additional financial compensation.
Railroad construction did not proceed as smoothly.

Parliament

passed an Act respecting the Canadian Pacific Railway on June 14,
On February 5, 1873 Letters Patent constituting a Charter of
Incorporation were issued to the Company. 24 Construction was to

1872.

23Canada, Report of the Canadian Pacific Railway Royal
Commission (Ottawa: S. Stephenson (; Co.), 1882, vol. III, p. 192.
24.rhe Canadian Pacific Railway (Montreal: Gazette Printing
House, 1873), PP. 3-4.
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begin on both ends of the road the following July.

Completion date

for the Manitoba section was December 31, 1874 and for the whole
route July 21, 1881. Thirteen directors headed the Company, and
they were to subscribe $10,000,000 by May, 1874. However, like many
grand schemes, the proposed railway did not materialize.

Sir John

A. Macdonald fell from office after the ··Pacific Scandal", his suc
cessor Alexander Mackenzie did not push to complete the transcontin
ental in ten years, and it was not until Macdonald's return to power
that the project was energetically resumed. On February 15, 1881
a second Canadian Pacific Railway Act was passed by Parliament.
Cpnstruction was handed over to a private company headed by George
Stephen and Donald A. Smith and the route of the railway was changed.
The old Yellowhead Pass route, which had been ratified by Order-in
Council of October 4, 1879, was discarded in favor of the more southerly
Kicking Horse Pass. Steel was pushed through the Territories some two
hundred miles south of Battleford in 1882 and centres such as Regina,
Moose Jaw and Swift Cutrent

re~ped

the benefits of the railroad anti

cipated by Battleford.
The latter remained an outpost settlement which did not welcome
even a branch line railway for some thirty years. This is the most
,significant factor in the community's early history.

Despite the

determination and efforts of its first residents, its central loca
tion, its elevation to capital of the territorjes and its police gar
rison, Battleford's early vigorous growth was stunted by lack of rail
road transportation. Traders and merchants ,clergy, government
labourers, police and civil servants, freighters, farmers, a newspaper
man, and their families travelled the five hundred odd miles from
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Winnipeg to Battleford by oxcart, horse and buggy, river steamer,
dog-sled, even on foot.

The bulk of their supplies was' shipped over

land by cart-brigade or flat-bottom boat.

It was a long, hard, expen

sive journey into a distant, beautiful land and it continued to be
such until the twentieth century.

Land and railroad transportation

were the necessary adjuncts to large-scale settlement in the North
West; so despite Parliament's attempts to survey the country for
settlement, make terms with the Indians, provide skeletal government,
police and communication services, the Battleford area did not attract
large-scale settlement until steel was laid to its door-step.

CHAPTER III
BIRTH OF BATTLEFORD:

1874-1876

Battleford's first years have a fairy-tale qual ity in the
telling, for she, like: Cinderella, was transformed almost overnight
from drudge into princess.

As has been mentioned survey parties

camped in 1874 on Battle River flats to map a route along the Sask
atchewan for the proposed Canadian Pacific Telegraph and Railroad.
That April, Hudson's Bay Company employee Peter Ballendine bought
land near the mouth of the Battle River for which he filed claim
when the townsite was surveyed some years later.

The next year sur

veyors and contractors located their permanent headquarters and
supply depot on the site, and threw up a collection of roughly
constructed log huts, with mudded walls and thatched roofs. However,
when the Canadian government proclaimed Batt1eford capital of the
North West Territories, the primitive work

~amp

on the flats acquired

status, land prices soared and construction boomed.

Within the year

public works crews were putting up a governor's mansion, clapboard
residences for judiciary and civil officials, and barracks for the
North West Mounted Police.

Battleford, like Cinderella, made ready

for her day at court.
During the winter preceding the arrival of the surveyors,
Joseph Tanner, whose Indian name was Kassisoway or Kissaway, built
four small log huts on the flats of the south bank of the Battle River,
43
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and set up trade with the Indians.

In April, 1874 Peter Ballendine
l
bought him out for $20 and blazed trees to mark his new claim.
Until then Ballendine had worked for the Hudson's Bay Company at
its Carlton and Battle River posts 2 but at this time he established
his own business at the Battle.

He and his family stayed on the

claim for only short periods, however, until September of 1876, when
they moved there to live and broke seven acres.

Ballendine presum

ably expected to do well in trade at his new location.
favorite camping place of the Cree.

It was a

And although survey crews stopped

over only temporarily in 1874, the arrival of the telegraph construc
tion gang the next summer marked the beginning of permanent settlemente
In 1875 telegraph contractor Ri.chard Fuller 3 chose the ford

IDepartment of the Interior, Lands Branch, File #11263. Cor
respondence about this cl~im, dated 1878 to 1882, is included in
this file. Further information may be found in Homestead Records,
File #80979 <Archives of Saskatchewan).
2According to Mrs. Cecilia Wetton, staff correspondent for the
Saskatoon Star Phoenix, this Battle River post may have been a winter
ing post established by the Hudson's Bay Company in 1868 on the north
side of the Saskatchewan River near the present City of North Battleford
pumphouse. See McIntosh, C. Irwin (ed.),Skylinej the Panoramic
Pattern of a City (North Battleford: McIntosh Printing Co., Ltd., 1955),
p.5. Captain W. F. Butler, who had been sent on a fact-finding mis
sion to the Saskatchewan country by Lieutenant-Governor Archibald,
describes such a post. "Early next morning'·, he says, "we reached the
camp of Crees and the winter post of the Hudson Bay Company some dis
tance above the confluence of the Battle River with the Saskatchewan."
His party was travelling along the north bank, so this could be the
same location. See Butler, Captain W. F., The Great Lone Land:
a Narrative of Travel and Adventure in the North-West of America (London:
Sampson Low, Marston, Low & Searle, 1872), p. 236.
30n October 30, 1874 Richard Fuller of Hamilton, Ontario con
tracted with the Canadian Government to construct the second section
of the Western Telegraph Line through what is now Battleford. See
Report of the Royal Commission on the Canadian Pacific Railway,
vo 1. iii, p• 190 •
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near the mouth of the Battle River as his headquarters, and with a
practical turn of mind called it ttTelegraph Flat".
there, built a bridge, worksheds, and houses.

His crew wintered

One of them, Stewart

D. MUlkins, who came from Winnipeg, described the embryo community
for his home town paper the following February.
Telegraph Flat, as we call this spot, is situated on
the south side of Battle River, one mile and a half from
its entrance into the North Saskatchewan. This is at
present-the terminus of the Canada Pacific Telegraph;
here is stationed the last office, which is open, for
although the wire is strung seventy miles west of here
there is no office at the actual end of the line ••••
On Telegraph Flat there are thirty houses, besides the
telegraph buildings, which comprise dwelling house, store
houses, workshop and stables; there are twenty-one men win
tering there under the charge of Mr. McLean, whose time
this winter is to be occupied building houses, telegraph
office and bridging the Battle River at this point ••••
The land about here in the most eligible places is al
ready staked out and settled upon, and many parties are
busy building houses or taking out logs for the same and
making improvements in hopes that they will be able to
hold their claims even if the Government does take the
land along the railway for twenty miles each side out
of the market, as they have already done between Fort
Pelly and the Red River •••• There are wintering hereabout
ten families of Cree Indians. 4
This small settlement of construction workers, traders and
Indians was established on the south side of Battle River not far
below where St. Charles Scholasticate now stands on the hill; what
was Telegraph Flat is now included in the surveyed Battleford town
site.

The iSOlation of that first winter -- there was no mail service,

no telegraph communication, and no means of transporting supplies other

4Manitoba Free Press, February 7, 1876. This newspaper in the
early years of its existence was variously entitled, Daily Free Press,
Manitoba Daily Free Press and Manitoba Free Press. It will be cited
throughout this thesis by the last of these designations.
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than by dog-sled from Winnipeg -- was ameliorated in the spring when
the telegraph line between the two communities was finished.

On

April 6, 1876 the first wire was sent to the outside world.
The Telegraph Flatters take this, the first oppor
tunity of shaking hands with the Winnipegers across the
wire, and congratUlate them on being in communication
with this enterprising capital of the North West.
The Weather is very mild, and the snow is going
rapidly.
The ice in the rivers still holds but a fort-night
of such weather will start it.
The bridge over the Battle River is finished; cost
eight-thousand dollars.
Captain Frechette, of the North West Mounted Police,
has located a Government Reserve here, extending four
miles on the south side of the Battle River, and running
four miles back. The headquarters of the Force is to
be here.
The Cree Treaty is to be held here this summer.
Hugh Sutherland's mill leaves Pelly for this place.
It is rumored that the Government of the North West is to
be removed here.
Mr. Westfall expects to have the line finished to
Edmonton by the time he commenced work last year. He is
busy just now building dwellings and storehouses.
Everybody is busy this spring getting out house logs,
and preparing to plow; 200 acres will be broken up, and
under crop the 1st of June.
Mr. Westfall arrived here safely on the 25th March,
forty days from Winnipeg, after a very rough trip.
The entire force of Publ ic \Vorks will leave Pelly for
Battle River soon. They expect to have the lumber cut
and the Government and police buildings erected and ready
for occupation by September 1st.
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Kerr, Stobart and Co., well-known freighters and
traders, intend putting up a large frame store and other
buildings here early in the spring.
It is also reported that Messr. Fisher and Mair, of
Portage la Prairie, and the Hudson's Bay Co., will erect
stores during the summer.
They expect quite a number of immigrants to this and
other parts of the Saskatchewan Valley during the coming
season.
Quite a number of telegraph men have taken claims and
intend making this their homes. Say to those having
friends in the company's employ that they are getting along
splendidly.5
Telegraph Flat seemed destined for great things as railway
centre, territorial capital and North West Mounted POlice headquarters.
On March 3, 1876 Commissioner G. A. French instructed Sub-Inspector
Edmund Frechette to stake out one or two thousand acres for a Police
post near the mouth of the Battle River. 6 After receiving Frechette's
report, French, who was at Swan River, wrote to the Minister of Justice
on April 17, 1876:
••• the removal of the Head Quarters of the Force to Battle
River, cannot, but be attended with the best possible
results. It has all the advantages of this place, and
apparently none of the disadvantages. The whole Force would
thus be quartered within a circle of one hundred miles
radius. The Various Divisions would be within easy distance
of Head Quarters, and under proper control, having shorter
1ines of communication. Less forage- {;- provis ions would have
to be carried, and less men would have to be detached to
guard these Communications. With the Saskatchewan as a
means of Communication with the base of supplies an immense
advantage is gained.

5Ibid ., April 7, 1876.
6French to Frechette, March 3, 1876, in Royal Canadian Mounted
POlice Records (Public Archives of Canada: R. G. 18, AI, v. 10).
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Finally, I beg to state that it is my deliberate
opinion, that, any serious trouble which the Government
may hereafter have wi th the Indians will be wi thin the
limits of that circle --or more plainly within the
Quadrilateral, of which Carlton, Cypress Hills, Fort
MacLeod & Edmonton may be considered the corners __7
With these developments in view business prospects on Battle
River

fla~

looked bright.

other trading outfits.

Ballendine's store was joined by several

Richard Fuller's store next door to the

Telegraph Office was the largest.

About forty by seventeen feet, it
8
was "well-buile' of squared timber, worth approximately $200. Sur
veyor Henry A. F. Macleod, who stopped over at the settlement in

August, 1876, reports buying one month's supplies from Mr. Fuller,
incl uding ten oxen with carts.

'~e

was al so ", adds Macleod, Uto hire

me some men required in the field, who were to act as drivers of the
ox train ... 9 By the end of September Harry Weston had finished three
Usubstantial bu ildings II and a s ix-rail snake fence for the Hudson' s
Bay Company at a cost of $355. 10 J. Mahoney of Mahoney and Campbell,
general merchants, began construction of a thatched-roof building of

7French to the Minister of Justice, April 17, 1876, in ibid.
a"Report on Survey of Battleford, North-West Territory", in
Annual Report of the Department of the Interior, 1876 (Ottawa: 1877),
Part III, Appendix no. 4, p. 27.

9t~rogress Report on the Surveys made in the Western Prairie
Region, and on the Eastern Slope of the Rocky Mountains in 1876",
in Fleming, Sanford, Report on Surveys and Preliminary Operations on
the Canadian Pacific Railway up to January 1877 (Ottawa: 1877),
Appendix Y, p. 338.
lOIlReport on Survey of Battleford tt , p. 29. See also Manitoba
Free Pre§s, May 31, 1876.
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unsquared timber in August, which was valued at $150. 11

H. Johnston

of Johnston & Fields opened a billiard saloon where he sold tobacco
and "temperance drinks tf .12

And Ke·rr, Stobart and Company of Duck Lake

began work on a store-residence, twenty-two feet by twenty feet,
worth about $180. 13
Telegraph Flat was renamed Battleford by the Canadian govern
ment in 1876. Land values and construction boomed as speculators
and settlers located on choice land.

All the acreage for eight miles

back on the tongue between the Battle and Saskatchewan Rivers was
claimed prior to May 1, 1876,14 as was much of that on the south bank
of the Battle.

Claims one mile distant from the ferry at the townsite
reportedly sold for $250 and $300. 15
Richard Fuller, telegraph contractor, was the major investor
in the infant community.

He took out a four-hundred acre claim in

1875 and by the end of 1876 had installed improvements officially
valued at $1,349 on it.

They included the previously mentioned store,

a telegraph office, two small storehouses, and three shanties ttbu il t
of large unsquared logs, walls mudded, and roof thatched".

Fuller

also harvested the firs t grain grown at Battleford. He fenced and
ploughed a thirty-acre plot on the tongue of land between the two
rivers in the spring of 1876, and seeded it on May 11 and 12 with

11 "Report on Survey of Battleford", pp. 29-30.
12
Ibid., p. 30.
13Ibid ., pp. 27-28.

See also Manitoba Free Press, May 31, 1876.

l'lanitoba Free Press, September 16, 1876.
l5Ibid ., May 31, 1876.

50
cereal crops and vegetables.

In September he harvested about 120

bushels of wheat and 150 bushels of barley, which averaged about
twenty-three to twenty-five bushels per acre, as well as potatoes,
onions and beets. 16
Frank Osler, formerly of Winnipeg, also took up his claim in
1875 but made no improvements on it until the following spring.

He

then joined J. Westfall, operator and general superintendent of the
Canadian Pacific telegraph line, and H. Stobart of the Duck Lake trad
ing firm, and in the optimistic belief that Battleford was destined
to become "an important centre of commerce tt17 claimed 640 acres on
the ridge between the rivers. 18 This included the ground on which
the Mounted Police barracks were to be built.

By September of 1876,

Osler had almost completed his house, twenty by seventeen feet, of
squared timber, in which he planned to live that winter; Westfall's
house had been badly damaged by a prairie fire before completion,
while Stobart was still working on two buildings.

In all, the Osler,

Westfall and Stobart arrangement broke only four acres of land, and

16 "Report on Survey of Battleford", pp. 26-27. Another sur
veyor, H. A. F. Macleod, confirms King's report as to Fuller's suc
cessful farming enterprise. He says: "Mr. Fuller, the telegraph con
tractor at Battleford, succeeded in growing some very fine barley,
also wheat, oats, potatoes, and garden vegetables, including cucumbers
and on ions, by s imply breaking up the prairie and sowing on the sod. tt
See his '~rogress Report on the Surveys made in the Western Prairie
Regiorf~ p. 338.
l7Manitoba Free Press, February 7, 1876.
18
"Report on Survey of Battleford", pp. 27-28. Different
acreage is given in the Manitoba Free Pre§s, February 7, 1876. The
account there specifies 940 acres.
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seeded no crop in 1876. However, their improvements were estimated
at $408. 19
A new $8,000 bridge was washed away shortly after its comple
tion by the flood waters of the Battle in May of 1876; whereupon
enterprising Henry W. McKenney established a ferry service,20 as well
as putting up buildings, fencing 640 acres, and breaking five and a
21
half.
McKenney's partner was Lawrence Clarke, chief factor of the
Hudson t s Bay Company Carl ton post. 22
Quite a number of other settlers and speculators got in on
the ground floor.

Possibly the most valuable and most frequently

traded single piece of property was located on the south bank of the
Saskatchewan, just across from the long island, where a cart trail
came down an easy slope to the only good steamboat landing in the
settlement. McKenney paid A. Laplante $100 for it early in the spring
of 1876, sold it shortly thereafter for $150 to a Mr. Hall, who sub
divided it and resold part of it to F. McLean of Portage la Prairie
19 "Report on Survey of Battleford", pp. 27-28.
20.,

-Manitoba Free Press, May 31, 1876.

21 1n an application for homestead dated September 21, 1884,
Hugh Richardson, Jr., stated: 'trrhe claim was originally taken up
in the winter of 1675-6, in March 1676, one H. W. McKenney pur
chased the same from the original claimant. On Feb.5!h I bought
the south half of McKenney's claim, which was supposed to claim 640
acres and to extend from the Battle River to the Saskatchewan for
which 1 paid him $250." See Homestead Records, File #61999
(Archives of Saskatchewan).
22..Report on Survey of Battleford',
, p. 28.
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for $500. 23 J. R. Brown, in charge of Kerr, Stobart and Company's
trading post at Duck Lake, took out a claim on April 20, 1876.

The

only improvement he made, however, was a "house", described by surveyor
W. F. King as "dilapidated ft , "only put up in order to show that improve

ments were made". The walls were built of "small round sticks" and
the rafters of the roof had fallen in by year's end. 24 Stewart D.
MUlkins, whose description of Telegraph Flat was quoted earlier,
claimed the land located between McKenney's and Osler's acreage.
Captain Edmund Frechette, sent out by French to reserve a government
plot, also claimed 640 acres at the Narrows for himself.

J. G. Harris,

a former telegraph operator, claimed 320 acres. 26 As of September,
1876, the value of private improvements in the community was estimated
27
·bY governmen t surveyor KO1ng at $?,837.
_
Bat tleford was already pI agued with one serious problem -
clashes over land

titl~

and because the official government survey of

the townsite was delayed until late in 1882, and that of the surround
ing district until 1883 and 1884, litigation became increasingly
troublesome.

Both King and French referred to the problem of specula

tors in 1876. However, during that summer, conflict developed primarily
between those occupying land and Superintendent of Public Works Hugh
Sutherland, who was responsible for putting up the government buildings.
One of the first to be warned off what he claimed was his land by
Sutherland was Peter Ballendine, and this may have provided the back
ground of Chief Red Pheasant's suggestion to Governor Morris

23Ibid •

24Ibid ., p. 29.

25.I.Q.i&.

26.I.Q.i&.

27 Ib d
--l....., p. 30.
o

53
that half-breed rights be respected in the area. 28 At any rate
Ballendine had bought his land from an Indian, Joseph Tanner, for
$20 and had
then blazed four trees to define the claim, 2 on top
of bank, 2 others about a ~ mile back from old top of
bank. The claim was intended to be 12 ch§ with
•• [illegible] •• back 2 miles from the Battle River and
is about as shown on plan of Battleford made by A. J.
Cavanna. In 1876 ran plow furrows on each limit of
the claim on top of bank about 200 yards or more in
length. In 1876, Hugh Sutherland as Supt. of Public
Works commenced building Govt. buildings, here. I
forbad him, and he also forbad me making any further
improvements •••• 29
Despite disputed land titles, however, Battleford grew
quickly.

The settlement, until then a motley COllection of cabins,

thatched-roof shacks, and mudded-pole storehouses, acquired a new
aura of permanency as government buildings were erected.

Public

Works foreman John G. Oliver arrived in June and, finding heavy logs
scarce, went on up to Edmonton to procure timber for construction.
These he shipped down river.

Meantime, the sixty-man work gang,

which included thirty carpenters, went ahead.

By mid-September they

had finished six government buildings, and on October 20 raised the
frame of the Lieutenant-Governor's residence. 30 They also had a kiln
of brick made from local clay ready to burn. 3l

Chief architect for

the Dominion Public Works department, Thomas S. Scott, anticipated
having the Governor's mansion completed by October, 1877. However,

281'1'.
•
93, 242 •
4Y10rrlS, Ope CIt.,
pp. 1

29Homestead Records, File #80979 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
30Manitoba Free Press, October 21, 1876.
31ttReport on Survey of Battleford tt , p. 26.
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the Saskatchewan River flooded, a shipment of lumber was lost, and
it was. still unfinished when Mrs. David Laird and her six children
arrived that fall.
The structure was elaborate and substantial for its time and
place, having
foundations of masonry and walls constructed of hewn
logs put up "Red River Stylet, the joints being filled
up with lime and sand. The inside of the walls are
strapped clap-boarded and painted. The roofs are
covered with sawn shingles, eves finished with bracketed
corners. The internal finish throughout is good. The
accommodation provided consists of a Reception Room 50
feet by 30 feet; a Dining Room 24 feet by 16 feet; a
Drawing Room 24 feet by 16 feet; a Parlor 15 feet by
16 feet. The last three rooms are so arranged with
large folding doors between that when so required they
form one large room. An office 13 by 12 feet; a large
entrance hall; a hat and cloak room; a kitchen; a summer
kitchen; a pantry; a large cellar; and eight bedrooms, the
largest being 24 feet by 16 feet, the smallest 15 feet
by 9 feet 6 inches.32
By June, 1877 $35,429.99 had been spent on the building. 33 And on
December 17, 1877 a special warrant of $30,000 was issued to meet
over-expenditure on Government Buildings at Battleford and Fort Pelly.
The Public Works crew also built residences for the Stipen
diary Magistrate, Registrar, and resident Clerk of Council, which
were SOlid, family-size dwellings, similar in construction to that of
the Lieutenant-Governor.

The Registry Office, by contrast, was a

32ftReport of the Chief Architecet , Appendix No. 16 to "Annual
Report of the Minister of Public Works, 1877", in Canada, Sessional
tapers (1878), No.7, p. 77.
33ttAnnuai Report of the Min is ter of Publ ic Works, 1877", in
Canada, Sessional Pap!rs (1878), No.7, Appendix No.1, p. 5.
34
p.e. 1106, December 17, 1877 (Public Archives of Canada).

34
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brick building, forty-three feet by twenty-four feet, with stone
foundations.

Presumably it was intended to be burglar-proof, as

the room allocated for the storage of deeds was vaulted and fire
proof, the doors were of iron, and the windows protected by iron
guard bars and shutters. 35
These official buildings were all located on the south side
of Battle River, within the limits of Battleford's present-day town
site; and with the exception of the magistrate's residence, which
was burned by Indians during the Riel Rebellion, were still standing
a generation later. 36 But time and the elements have taken their
toll.

There is a brick building at the top of the hill which may

be the old Registry Office.

However, only the Lieutenant-Governor's

mansion remains evocative of Battleford's Cinderella days.

Despite

its varied career as Indian Industrial School, Seventh Day Adventist
School, and St. Charles' Scho1asticate, and although a third storey
has been added to the original structure, it still looks much as it
did then.

The green and white clapboard building on the brow of the

hill, overlooking the Battle River flats and the North Saskatchewan
River valley, retains its regal dignity.
Meanwhile in 1876-1877 the police barracks were being built
on the ridge between the rivers.

The Publ ic Works crew supposedly

finished work on them before leaving for the east in mid-December of

35ttReport of the Chief Arch i tece', p. 78.

~anitoba Free Press, March 3, 1906.
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1877.

But Superintendent James Walker of the North West Mounted

Police, who was the first senior government official to reach
Battleford, was bu t poorly pleased; and wrote that ttwhat work is done
does very 1i ttle credi t to those in charge". 37 Ten bu ildings were
then in some stage of construction at the post.

They included mar

ried officers' quarters, single officers'quarters, men's barracks
room, work shops, a hospital, stables, a store house, ice house and
granary.

There was no palisade.
The accommodation provided for the commanding officer, as

described to the House of Commons by Archi teet Scott, sounded lavish
-- a dining room, parlour, three bedrooms, summer kitchen, cellar and
pantry.

Construction was similar in kind and quality, he said, to
that of the Lieutenant-Governor's residence. 38 From the point of
view of those who had to live and work there, however, it proved other
wise.

It, like the other police buildings, was desperately cold; the

outside weather-boarding had not all been put on; the baseboards had
been installed before the walls were plastered; and unseasoned lumber
shrank away from the plaster, allowing wind and snow to drift into
the building.

The men's barracks had been left minus floors and ceil

ing; and the building designated as a hospital had no floor, a thatched
roof which leaked mud after the summer rains, and walls only partially
chinked and plastered.

After persistently complaining about the build

ings, Walker wrote to his superior, Lieutenant-Colonel J. F. MacLeod,

37Royal Canadian Mounted Police Records (Public Archives of
Canada, R.G. 11, 9-C, subj. 94).
38uReport of the Chief Architect", p. 78.
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Commissioner of the North West Mounted Police at Cypress Hills, at
year's end 1879:
The Battleford barracks are just as you saw them last
summer, except that they were all mudded over when
the cold weather set in. They are still very uncom
fortable; we are now burning from four to five cords
of wood per day, and it is only by keeping on fires
night and day that the buildings are made habitable.
This morning, with the thermometer 37 0 below zero, water
was frozen on the top of the stove in my bedroom, not
withstanding there was sufficient fire in the stove to
start the morning fire.39
Walker's complaints reflect the stern realities of life on the fron
tier but withal, Battleford was being transformed from a surveyor's
work camp into territorial capital.
Of the telegraph men who camped on Battle River flats in 1875
two stayed on permanently. Twenty-six year old Thomas Dewan was one
of these.

Born in Victoria County, Ontario, he had tried lumbering

and farming and had worked for a time in Pennsylvania before hiring
on with the Canadian Pacific Telegraph crew.

He arrived at the flats

in August of 1875, worked for the company about two and one-half
years, and did some trading and freighting out of Battleford, before
deciding to farm.

In 1882 he teamed up with a co-worker, Bernard
Fremont, and took up land. 40 Fremont, whose name seems to have been
Anglicized or misspelled Barney Freeman or Tremont, was a Belgian
who had also come to Battleford with the telegraph construction crew
in 1875. He continued in the company's employ until the fall of 1883,

39Walker, Superintendent James, ItReport ft , in North-West
Mounted Police Force, Commissioner's Report" 1879 . (Ottawa: 1880),
p. 22.
4OHomestead Records, File n81179 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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when he settled on a homestead not far from Dewan.
partners.

The two were

The first winter they shared a log house sixteen by sixty

feet, worth about $100.

It was located on Dewan's land.

Between

them they had one hundred head of cattle, twenty-five horses, ten
hogs, and were planning to bring in a flock of sheep. Unfortunately
Fremont was killed by Indians during the Rebellion in 1885 and their
plans in this respect came to naught. 41
Several members of the construction gang that put up the
government buildings also made Battleford a permanent home.

Foreman

of the Public Works crew, John Grieve Oliver arrived in Battleford
in June of 1876 from Fort Pelly.

He stayed with the Department for

a year, then did some lumbering, and in October, 1882 settled on a
42
claim.
Two years later when he applied for a homestead his invest
ment was substantial.

His log house, eighteen by twenty-six feet

with a board roof, was valued at $400. He had two iUbles, a store
house and a sawmill, which alone was worth $10,000.

However, John

Colridge of Ingersoll, Ontario, had a half interest in the mill and
buildings.

One of Oliver's plasterers, twenty-two year old Andrew

Suffern, came up the Saskatchewan on the Hudson Bay steamer "Northcote"
and reached Battleford on September 1, 1876.

He worked around town

for the next few years, went farming in 1879, and later hired on as
43
a farm instructor on Chief Thunderchild's reserve.

41 Ibid •
43Ibid ., File #80981.
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A number of former Hudson's Bay Company men who came to
Battleford in 1876 also stayed on permanently.

Basile Lafonde who

had worked with Ballendine at the company's wintering post across
44
the Saskatchewan River during the early 1870's was one of these.
Despite the interest in land and

fa~ing

on the part of men

like Ballendine, Dewan, Fremont, Oliver and Suffern,the first fulltime farmers in the district, and the only ones to settle there as
early as 1876, were the Macfarlane brothers.

Surveyor King mentions

them in his Report of 1876; and James McDougal Macfarlane and Thomas
Flemming Macfarlane themselves attest to their early arrival in the
district.
We settled here in August 1876, being the first to
settle as farmers in this part of the country.
We took up 640 acres -- which is now according
to the survey, Section 34 - Township 43 - Range 17 
West of 3rd principal meridian -- fenced it in, built
house and stables, and have since farmed every year.45
The Macfarlanes were hardworking stockmen.

They built their log

house some four miles up the Battle River in September of 1876, and
lived there until it was burnt by the Indians during the Rebellion.
From a beginning that first year of two horses, two oxen, a cow and
a calf, James built up his herd to nineteen head of horned stock and

44Wetton, Cecilia, Historic Battleford through the Years
1875-1955 (Battleford: Battleford Board of Trade Jubilee Committee,
1955), p. 65.

4~acfar1ane to Pearce, November 5, 1884, in Homestead Records,
File #82928 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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eighteen horses by the spring of 1885. 46 His brother, Thomas, on
adjacent land, had thirty-one horses and nineteen head of cattle
just prior to the Rebellion. 47
The super-human effort of the first arrivals in Battleford
district to create a capital city for the North West Territories was
accompanied by the usual tragedies and pleasures of the human condi
tion.

In October, 1876 the daughter of one of the laborers on the

Board of Works crew died.

Her funeral was the first held for a white

.
48 0 n Decem ber 1, 1876 a goo dl y par t
. th e d·Istrict.
person In
town was nearly destroyed by fire.
ings burst into flame.

0f

th e

During the morning three build

The roof on Frank Osler's home was almost com

pletely destroyed; Ballendine's store was gutted and his stock of
trading goods lost; but the fire at Johnston and Hall's was put out
be f ore muc h d amage was done.

. d •
49
N0 one carrIe Insurance.

On the bright side, people made their own fun.
Christmas celebrated in Battleford
contemporary description

The first

of which there seems to be any

took the form of a local talent night.

It

was held in the dining hall of the Board of Works building on Christmas
evening, 1876 and featured a "splendid string band" led by master
builder L. C. Jones.

Willi~l

McKay, factor at the local Hudson's Bay

post, and Hugh Sutherland, contractor, were encored for their clog

49Homestead Records, File #336-3 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
47Ibid ., File #336-7.

4~lanitoba Free Press, October 21, 1876.
49Ibid ., December 2, 1876.
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.
50
danclng.
The arrival of Lieutenant-Governor Laird and of his family
in 1877 signalled the beginning of new political and social
the community.

Survey work camp became territorial capital.

li~

Battle-

ford, like Cinderella, was transformed from drudge into princess.

50Ibid ., January 26, 1877.

in

CHAPTER IV
TERRITORIAL CAPITAL:

1876-1883

Great expectations accompanied many of those who settled in
the Battleford district during the years of the town's political pre
eminence. They came from Ontario and Quebec, from the Maritimes, the
United States and the British Isles. Some came to the district with
the North West Mounted POlice and stayed on after discharges.

Some came

as government officials. Others were businessmen and farmers, intent on
doing well. Many were persuaded by relatives or friends already there
to migrate to the promising new community. On the whole they were men
who intended to make of Battleford a permanent home. ,They were family
men, and were

POlitically~inded.

To them schools, churches, a news

paper and local self-government were important.

Clergymen and teachers

also came, not only to care for the needs of the settlement but to fulfil
treaty promises made to the Indians.

In all, it was a time of transi

tion for Battleford district and people. The economic basis of life
changed from trade to agriculture, the socio-political climate from
temporary work camp to a family-oriented community and territorial capi
tal.

And undergirding this transition was the faith of Battleford people

in the community's future.
The late 1870's and early 1880's brought a slender but steaqy
stream of immigrants to the Battleford district.

By April, 1882, it was

the second largest community in the North West Territories.

Its 4,830

people compared well with Fort Qu'Appelle's 5,241, Prince Albert's
62
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3,236 and Edmonton's 3,126. Battleford district's population was also
impressive in relation to that of the whole territories.

In 1881 there

were only 56,446 people scattered throughout the area,lexclusive of
Indians.
The question of why people came to Battleford, more than 500
miles beyond railhead, is interesting. There were those, of course,
whose occupations brought them.

Government officials head this list.

Senior personnel like Lieutenant Governor David Laird, his Clerk of
;'

",

Council Amedee Emmanuel Forget, Registrar William Scott, Sheriff Edouard
Richard, and Stipendiary Magistrates

~tatthew

Ryan and Lieutenant-Colonel

Hugh Richardson were influential both socially and politically during
these years.

Most of them brought their families to live in Battleford

and, despite the fact that they did not remain there after the capital
was moved, a number of them left a permanent, if indirect, impress
on the district.

For several of them had relatives who followed them

to Battleford and contributed greatly to its later development.

Adelard

Paul Forget, for instance, moved west in 1881 and settled on a farm near
present-day Forget. He had been an advocate in Montreal before coming
to the territories, and served as Deputy Sheriff during his years of
2
residence. Phillippe R. Richard, brother of the Sheriff, arrived in
the Battleford district in 1880 from Quebec. That first summer he broke
seventy-five acres on his claim and built a thatched-roof log house,
twenty-three by twenty-eight feet, worth $300. From this small beginning

lSaskatchewan Herald, April 1, 1882.
2uomestead Records, File #336-8 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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he became the owner of one of the largest ranches in the district later
named for him. 3 Cousins of the Richards who also came out that year
likewise became prominent Battleford boosters.

Benjamin and Joseph

Alphonse Prince, after looking the locale over, selected land in the
Highgate district in February, 1882. 4 After the Riel Rebellion they
bought Alexander Macdonald's store in town and operated a local flour
and feed mIll.

Benjamin Prince, a Liberal, was elected M.L.A. in 1898,

and was named the district t s first senator shortly after the turn of the
century.
Lesser government officials, unl ike more senior people, tended
to settle permanently in the community.

These included those who were

employed as farm instructors and teachers on the various Indian reserva
tions.

One such was Robert Jefferson, who came west from England in

1876, and two years later hired on as a teacher at the Church of England's
mission on" Chief Red Pheasant's reserve.

After working with the Indians

for many years Jefferson moved into Battleford, where in 1900-1901 he
served as overseer. 5 Daniel Livingstone Clink was another prominent
figure in civic affairs, who arrived in Battleford in 1880 and worked
as an Indian Farm Instructor. 6
The second group of government employees who came to Battleford
in the course of their work were members of the North West Mounted Police.

3 '

!hi&., File #80981.

4

Ibid., File #336-23.

5Jefferson, Robert, Fifty Years on the Saskatchewan
ffiattleford: Canadian North-West Historical Society, n.d.), p. 31.
9Homestead Records, File #80983 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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Upon joining the force they signed on for three years and the number
who took up land and stayed in Battleford permanently after being dis
charged speaks well for the country.

Among this group are several

important local figures.

John D. Finlayson served at the Battleford

post until April 1, 1879.

After his release he returned to Ontario

and brought his two brothers, Donald M. and Roderick, out to farm with
him, and theirs is a real "success storylt.

They arrived in Battleford

on July 19, "with one team and $2.50 in cash", borrowed $100, and
located land.
broken.

By 1883 they had over 700 acres fenced and 160 acres

They owned ten horses, thirty head of cattle, a reaper, mower,

rake, five ploughs, two harrows, two seeders, three wagons, three bob
sleighs, and were out of debt. 7 In 1881 the Finlayson brothers marketed
and shipped the first wheat grown at Battleford. 8 After the creation of
the province of Saskatchewan, by which time he had moved across the
Saskatchewan River, Donald (Dan) Finlayson was elected to the legislature.
He served in this post from 1908 until 1935. Robert C. Wyld was another
prominent farmer who originally came to Battleford with the Mounted Police.
He joined up in 1874, and after serving two terms went farming with
Frederick A. D. Burke.

Their twenty-five-day trek across country from

Fort Calgary in 1881 with seventy-five head of cattle to start a ranch
is an oft-told tale in local circles.

In any event, the project thrived

and in 1884 they had one of the largest ranches in the vicinity.9

It is

7

Saskatchewan Herald, May 12, 1883.

Bwetton,

Historic Battleford through the Years, p. 21.

9Homestead Records, File #336-10 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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tempting to sketch the careers of others who stayed on in Battleford
after being discharged from the Police.

However, the roster is long.

Familiar names like Harry Holdsworth Nash, James Daniel O'Neil, Joseph
Henry Price, George Drew Gopsill, Anthony Jefferson Prongua, and William
Robert Latimer will serve as examples. lO
Several early residents who made Battleford a permanent home had
previously been Hudson's Bay Company men.

Pierre Chrisalogue Pambrun

and Joseph Ducharme were two such. ll
However, another group of men came to Battleford not because
employers sent them, or to join relatives already established there, but
because business prospects looked inviting.

Possibly the most famous

of these was newspapermen Patrick Gammie Laurie.

In the first issue

of his Saskatchewan Herald, which incidentally was the first newspaper
published west of Winnipeg in British territory, he wasted no space in
relating the difficulties of freighting his press five hundred odd miles
across country by ox-cart, but instead enthusiastically launched his
campaign "to dispell the gloom that has so long enveloped the Great Lone
Land" and "to promote the prosperi ty and further the march of progress
of the whole North-West" .12 Several merchants, like Laurie, accepted
the challenge and the opportunity.

J. Mahoney and his partner, Alexander

Macdonald, were among them, as was James Clinkskill, who served as

10Ibid., File #81179.
lIIbid., Files #80981, 81179.
12Saskatchewan Herald, August 25, 1878.
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Battleford M.L.A. from 1886 to 1898.
The existence of the community depended in part upon yet
another group -- freighters, guides and interpreters, many of whom had
been born in the Territories. Goodwin Marchand, Isadore Pambrun,
Cornelius Pruden, John Pruden, John Longmore, John Pritchard and Samuel
Ballendine are some of those frequently mentioned in early documents.
The heavy bulk of freight was shipped overland by ox-cart and
the summer of 1879 saw the trails between Battleford and Winnipeg "liter
ally alive" with freighters heading west.

From January to June that

year about 75,000 pounds of flour were received in the settlement, and
by June 30 it was nearly all sOld. 13
The cost of living was high and staples often in short supply
due to the long freight haul.

The freight on flour, for instance, was

$1.00 for 100 pounds for 100 miles, or $6.50 for a sack of flour which
·W Innipeg.
- 14 S a1 t was almost t h e same prIce.
cos t $4 • 00 In·.

Retal·
-I prIces


quoted in'the first issue of the Saskatchewan Herald list three-point
blankets at $8 a pair, a yard of cloth at $2.50, a bag of flour for $10,
a pound of tea for 75 cents, a pound of sugar for 25 cents, a Winchester
rifle for $60, unbroken broncos for from $35 to $40 each, which was
15
apparently a new lOW, while a Red River cart was worth $20.
By spring

l3Ibid ., June 30, 1879.
l4Mathieson, Mrs. John, "Hon. David Laird tf , in Brehaut, Mary
(ed.), "Pioneers on the Island" (Charlottetown: Historical Society of
Prince Edward Island, n.d.), part 2, p. 16.
15
Saskatchewan Herald, August 25, 1878.
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however, many such items were not available.

In Laurie's words,

No bacon, no beef, no pemmican no fish, no game,
no potatoes, and until Monday LMay] 12th no flour,
to be had in Battleford ••••16
Certain services, today regarded as indispensable, were simi
larly difficult to procure.

In 1879 the nearest physician was Doctor

A. E. Porter of Prince Albert, some one hundred miles distant. His
charge for one call to attend Staff Constable J. H. Price at the
Battleford barracks was $75, and this amount, according to Commanding
Officer James Walker, was "moderate compared with Medical Charges in
th is country" .17
The arrival of Mrs. David Laird, first lady of the Territories,
in the fall of 1877 with her family and travelling party signalled the
beginning of a new social era.

Many easterners who had previously come

to Battleford had not brought their wives and families with them.

Many

of the workmen, "Mounties" and farmers who lived there were young
bachelors.

A hostess in the mansion on the hill seemed to symbolize

family life on the frontier.
Mrs. Laird's trip west must have been quite an experience.

Ac

companied by her sister and a maid, she set out for Battleford from their
family home on Prince Edward Island with six young children. The party
ttl' ;

met Amedee Forget and his bride in Montreal, was joined by William Scott
and his bride from Ottawa, hired a cook, guide and freighters in Winnipeg
and started across the plains in September

of 1877. It took the cavalcade

161 bid., May 19, 1879.
17Walker to Whi te, May 7, 1879. See Walker, James, ''Letter
Books" (Unpublished manuscript at Fort Battleford National Historic
Park) , vol. 1, pp. 70-82.
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a month to make the trip from Winnipeg and, except for one night,
they tented in the open.
Any housewife who has had to contend wi th moving into an
unfinished house will sympathize with Mrs. Laird's predicament upon
her arrival in Battleford.

It was late at night and the servants and

workmen were not expecting the family so soon. Laird himself was away
making Treaty with the Blackfeet and did not arrive home for some time.
Government House was far from finished.

Only a few rooms were habit

able and the carpenters rushed work along on the rest.

The Forgets

and Scotts had to stay with the Lairds as their residences were not
ready and, owing to the 1ateness of the season, the furniture for the
official mansion did not arrive until the next spring. 18 However, in
the eyes of Laird's eldest daughter, then ten years old, and who later
became Mrs. John Mathieson, life there was happy.

In her reminiscences

Mrs. Mathieson gently recreates the atmosphere at Government House in
1877-1878.
In spite of the fact we were so far removed from the
centre of civilization, we had a wonderful life there.
There was a mail once a month only, but one can imagine
what an event that was. Letters were hungrily read, then
the papers and magazines of which we took many, we poured
over from page to page for it was not easy to procure news.
My father had a fine Library, and we there got a knowledge
of Dickens and Scott, though we children thought many of
his books 'too dry'; our friends also supplied us with
books, so we fared very well. The social life was quite
varied and a nice little circle soon formed with Govern
ment House as the centre ••••
Among those closely associated with our life there
were Mrs. Forget, a gay little French woman, and Mrs.
Scott with a lovely personality and charming trained voice

IBMat h·leson, Ope CIt.,
•
Pp. 16-1 7 •
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which was a great asset in the choir, at concerts, or
in social life; Mrs. Richardson, wife of Judge Richardson
with three beautiful daughters; ••• Capt. French of the
R.C.M.P. and his wife were also among our greatest
friends. He was a handsome dashing Irishman and his wife
delightful. He was killed in the Rebellion of 1885. Dr.
Miller of the Mounted Pol ice, is dear to my memory as he
was so good to me, always bringing me good books that my
mother could approve. Besides these, Col. McLeod of Fort
McLeod, Lawrence Clarke of Fort Carlton, and Charles Mair
of Prince Albert, a poet who wrote 'Tecumseh', were fre
quent visitors •••• There were many stately dinner parties,
and other functions made dazzling to childish eyes by the
gold lace and red coats of the officers and the gay dresses
of the ladies. 19
Possibly the most sumptuous and colorful of such dress occasions
were the state dinners proffered to the Governor General, the Marquis
of Lorne, on his visit to the Territories in the fall of 1881.

After

stopping off at St. Laurent, Duck Lake and Carlton, he travelled up
river on the steamer t'Lily·' to Battleford, where
the citizens ••• [had] erected a handsome arch on the brow
of the hill leading up to the Government buildings. On
one side it bore a large portrait of Her Majesty, and the
words, 'Welcome to Battleford'; while the other had 'Caed
Mille Failthe', and a legend in the Indian syllabic charac
ter of similar import.20
It was decorated with flags, sheaves of grain, and trophies of the hunt.
The steamer arri.ved at eight

0

'clock in the morning and as Lorne drove

up the hill and passed under the arch, school children sang for him.
The Stoney Indians held a "begging dance" soon after his arrival and met
with him in Council during the afternoon.

Official addresses and a peti

tion from local residents regarding a townsite survey were also scheduled.
But the climax of his visit was the two state banquets held at Government

19Ibid ., pp. 19-20.

20
Saskatchewan Herald, September 4, 1881.
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House in his honor.

Less spectacular, but very colorful, were the annual New Year's
Eve suppers and balls at the North West Mounted Police barracks. These
were also ttdress" affairs.
However, tlBachelors' Balls" were more characteristic of frontier
social life.

Store-keeper James Clinkskill, then fresh out from Scotland,

graphically describes the first such that he attended.
A log storehouse belonging to the largest store was the
dancing room. It had a rough floor of spruce boards
just as they came from the saw. The light was from Coal
Oil Lamps in sconces around the walls. Refreshments were
served in a tent pitched alongside •••• The guests began
arriving about seven in the evening; they came from all
around, some travelling thirty miles. Everybody was
invited. After a ration of tea and fixings, dancing
commenced. The dances were strange to me, quadrilles,
four and eight hand reels, and Red River jigs galore ••••
The Red River jig was the 'piece de resistance'. A
couple got up dancing fancy steps opposite one another,
then another lady would get up cutting out the one on the
floor; next a man would get up and cut out the man danc
ing. This went on interminably. The musician, a half
breed fiddler, got fairly excited; enthused with the spirits
of the dancers he fiddled and fiddled, his feet beating
time, legs and whole body in motion, his long black hair
waving and the perspiration rolling off his face. It was
a great sight: ••• The scene on the whole was picturesque.
Many of the men were members of the Mounted POlice in their
red coats; the girls were dressed in the greatest variety
of colors, bright greens, pinks, brilliant reds and canary
colored dresses all blending in the color scheme. The
matrons of course had their babies along; these, wrapped
in moss bags, occasionally calling for attention, the rest
of the time sleeping peacefully while packed away in a
corner or hung on a nail stuck in the wall. The dancing
kept up till along about nine the next morning. After eat
ing breakfast, sleighs were brought round, horses hitched
and singing gaily, the company departed for home.22

21!!ll.9..

22

Clinkskill, James, "Reminiscences of a Pioneer in Saskatche
wan" (UnpUblished manuscript in Shortt Library at the University of
Saskatchewan), part I, pp. 38-39.
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The presence of women and children in the community, and an
ever-increasing number of politically aware men stimulated interest
in such local matters as schools, churches and self-government.

In

October, 1878, for instance, a general purpose building to serve as
school house, public meeting hall and church was erected.

23

And by

December the Reverend Mr. Peter Straith was holding regular afternoon
school classes in it. 24
Political grievances fell into several categories.
of the territories wanted municipal organization.

Residents

They wanted repre

sentation on the Territorial Council and in the federal Parliament.
However, the local aspect was most pressing. Specific demands involved
road and bridge repairs, improved legislation for the organization of
tax-supported schools, and a survey of the Battleford townsite.

On

December 1, 1879 Laurie emphatically announced in the columns of his paper
that tfthe machinery of government is inadequate". He particularly de
nounced "the law permitting the organization of municipalities and through
them of schools ft as being tttoo restrictive" .25 A population of one thou
sand in a district was then prerequisite to self-government or local taxa
tion, and the crusading newspaperman felt that this standard was unreal
istical1y high in the light of census returns earlier in the year, which
showed Prince Albert to have a total popUlation of 831, Carlton 51,
St.Laurent 582 and Duck Lake 207. 26 Governor Laird agrE~ed. Laurie's
23Saskatchewan Herald, October 21, 1878.
24L-bl-d., Decem ber 16 ,I 878 •
25Ibid ., December 1, 1879.
26Ibid ., March 10, 1879.
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second contention was that the Territories needed financial aid for
local improvements and he felt that this would be forthcoming if the
area were established as a province.

He pointed out that the federal

government gave an annual subsidy of 80 cents per person for local pur
poses to the provinces and implied that the North West Territories
deserved as well. 27
The first step towards organization of public schools in the
Territories was taken in November, 1880, when the government authorized
Laird to pay half of the teacher's salary in each school voluntarily
established by settlers and having a minimum attendance of fifteen
28
pupils.
The following January a "common school" was organized in
Battleford.

Trustees were the Reverend Mr. Thomas Clarke, p. G. Laurie

and William R. Latimer.

The first school board meeting was held on
January 7, 1881 and Laurie was appointed chairman and secretary. 29 John
Stewart Macdonald, formerly a telegraph operator, was the first teacher,
and was succeeded by William Bleasdell Cameron, later a survivor of the
Frog Lake massacre and author of Blood Red the Sun. 30 The first Roman
Catholic schOOl in Battleford was also opened in 1880. Miss Onesime
Dorval set up schOOl with six students in a straw-roofed log building

27Ibid ., December 1, 1879.
28Ibid ., December 20, 1880.
29Ibid ., January 31, 1881.
3OMacdonald, J. S., The Dominion Telegraph (Battleford:
Canadian North-West Historical Society, 1930), p. 29.

74
belonging to the parish. 31
Al though Battleford, unl ike Prince Albert and St. Laurent,
had not begun as a mission station, the clergy played an important
and influential role in its early development.

Toward the end of 1876

Bishop John MacLean and the Reverend Mr. John A. MacKay of the Church
of England stopped over in Battleford on a missionary journey from
Prince Albert to Edmonton, and on New Year's Day, 1877 held divine
service in the settlement. 32 In September MacKay, assisted by Thomas
Clarke, who was later ordained, returned to work among the settlers
and Indians.

Clarke continued their work after MacKay left to teach

at Emmanuel College in Prince Albert and in 1883 accepted the principal
ship of the new Indian Residential School (which building had previously
been Government House), as well as carrying on his pastoral duties in
33
Battleford.
When the new community hall was finished in December of
1878, MacKay was the first to preach in it, although he shared pulpit
honors that Sunday with a young Presbyterian clergyman, the Reverend
Mr. Peter Straith. 34 Straith combined clerical duties with those of
tu tor to Laird's ch ildren.

By January of 1883 the cong:regation of the

Church of England was planning to build a church,35 and the following
October the Presbyterians began cOllections for a minister's salary

3lWetton, Historic Battleford through the Years, p. 58.
32Manitoba Free Pre§§, January 18, 1877.
33
Saskatchewan Herald, October 13, 1883.
34Ibid ., December 16, 1878.
35Ibid ., January 20, 1883.
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and the construction of a church. 36 Meanwhile Fathers Andre and Lestanc
had arrived not far behind MacKay to establish a Roman Catholic mission.
Father Bert followed them in October, 1878 and the new Catholic chapel
was finished in time for Thanksgiving Mass on December 4 of that year.
In September, 1882 the parish decided to build a new St. Vital Church,

37
38

and the next August Captain W. D. Antrobus, who was himself a vestryman
in the Church of England, donated five acres of land for the purpose.39
The Church provided a focus for community life in early Battleford,
whose residents gave generously to it and derived strength, comfort and
companionship from it.

Parishioners must often have looked up unto the

hills around and recalled whence came their aid.
A heavy part of the load carried by the various clergy was their
work on the Indian reservations.

Chief Red Pheasant's reserve was the

first to be surveyed in the district. The work was completed in August,
40
1878.
According to Treaty, the churches were responsible for sending
clergy and missionaries to work among the Indians.

So in the fall of

1878 MacKay established a Church of England mission on Red Pheasant's
reserve.

At this time he had charge, not only of the care of souls,

but also of providing educational facilities and assisting the Indians
in learning to farm.

To help in this undertaking MacKa.y hired as a

teacher Robert Jefferson, a young Englishma.n who had just arrived in

36Ibid ., October 27, 1883.

37Ibid ., December 16, 1878.

38~., September 30, 1882.

39~., Aug~st 18, 1883.

40Department of Indian Affairs, Descriptions and Plans of
Certain Indian Reserves in the Province of Manitoba and the North-West
Territories, 1889 (n.p., n.d.), p. 62.
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Battleford, Thomas Clarke, who had been sent out by the Church Mission
ary Society, to show the Indians how to farm, and a carpenter named
McLean. 41
In the summer of 1879 a number of other chiefs took up land in
the district.

Chief Mosquito's reserve adjacent to Red Pheasant's was

surveyed that year, 42 but those of Moosomin, Thunderchild and Strike
Him-on-the-Back (later called Sweet Grass) were not.
By 1881 five schools were established on Indian reserves:
at Eagle Hills, one on Moosomin's land, and one at Poundmaker's.

three

Ihe

last was supervised by Roman CathOlic clergy; the other four were under
43
the auspices of the Church Missionary Society superintended by Clarke.
The wholesale homesteading of the Indians had been forced, as
it happened, not primarily by an influx of settlers, but by the dis
appearance of their mainstay of life, the buffalo.

Most officials,

including the Treaty Commissioners, had been aware that the buffalo
would soon be gone and that such a contingency must be provided for.
However, it had not seemed possible that the day shouldl come so soon.

41

Jefferson, ope cit., pp. 31-32.

42.0escriptions
••
··
an d Plans 0 f
CertaIn
IndIan

43
Saskatchewan Herald, March 28, 1881.
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Within three years the buffalo all but disappeared.

44

'The loss of

their traditional means of livelihood brought many Indians to the verge
of starvation.

As Laurie put it in the Herald, tfThe great problem with

the Indian is how he shall be fed.
will be contented.
he continued:

As long as he has plenty to eat he

Hitherto the buffalo supplied all his wants."

And

'tIt is evident that for the Indian there is but one

resource -- he must be taught to cultivate the soil, to accommodate
himself to a civilized mode of life, and be at least partially fed while
he is learning.

This will invol ve an enlargement of th,e Indian pol icy

44Figures published by Laurie show how rapidly the buffalo
declined.
Exports of Robes from Fort MacLeod
1877 • •• 30,000 robes
1878
12,797 robes
1879
5,764 robes

··....

...
...

@
@
@

$2.00 ••• $60,000.
$2.00 ••• $25,594.
$2.00 ••• $11,528.

Exports of Robes and Furs from Fort

Wals~

Buffalo robes •••••••••••••••••
Cow skins •••••••••••••••••••••
Calf skins ••••••••••••••••••••
Antelope ••••••••••••••••••••••
Muskrat •••••••••••••••••••••••
Kitt fox ••••••••••••••••••••••
Bear •••••••••••••• ~ •••••••••••
Badger ••••••••••••••••••••••••
Red Fox •••••••••••••••••••••••
Skunk •••••••••••••••••••••••••
Lynx ••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Beaver ••••••••••••••••••••••••
Wolf ••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Small wolf ••••••••••••••••••••
Coyote ••••••••••••••••••••••••
Mink ••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Wild cat ••••••••••••••••••••••
Value .~.. $60,000
See Saskatchewan Herald, September 8, 1679.

$41,000
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of the Government.'· 45 Laurie stepped up his editorial campaign regard
ing Indian affairs in the spring of 1879 when large bands of destitute
Indians arrived to camp in Battleford. 46 Local authorities reacted by
_giving the starving Sarcees and Blackfeet work cutting new approaches
to the ford above the Bat tIe Ri ver, and clearing a new road from the
flat to the top of the hill south of town.

On May 1 there were some

two hundred Cree camped abou t the town and by May 26 they numbered con
siderably over seven hundred.

All were hungry.

All needed assistance.

The Government attempted to cope by sending out farm instructors, by
distributing rations, and by herding the Indians on to reserves.

But

the inadequacy of the program was forcefully demonstrated in the spring
of 1885, when many took to the warpath.
The Indian problem, accompanied as it was by a series of crises,
was a relatively permanent condition during this period.

However, another

crisis with serious implications soon loomed in Battleford.

In December

of 1881 Edgar Dewdney was appointed Laird's successor, and in a few
months the federal government decided to move the capital of the North
West Territories to a site on the new Canadian Pacific Railway some two
hundred miles to the south.

Although the selection of Pile

0'

Bones

(now rechristened Regina) was not officially confirmed by Order in Council
until rviarch 27, 1883, instructions to ship Government House furniture
47
were received by local civil servants in mid-October of 1882.
Resident

45
Sa§katchewan Herald, February 10, 1879.
46Ibid ., June 2, 1879.
14, 1882 •
47Ib1- d ., 0cto be r
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officials moved shortly thereafter.

Th is decis ion dras tically changed

Battleford's future development.
The issue of the Saskatchewan Herald which reported the removal
of the capital contained another significant item.
of the south Battleford townsite was completed.

The official survey

Ever since 1876 when

the government had reserved it, residents of the community had clamored
for a survey.

They sent petitions to Ottawa, memorialized Governor

General Lorne on his visit, and exerted every possible pressure to have
it done.

Finally government surveyor A. G. Cavana arrived.

a number of townsite changes had taken place since 1876.

However,

As previously

explained, the original work camp and government buildings, excepting
the Police barracks, were built on the flats on the south side of the
Battle River.

However, the river flooded almost every spring, wrecking

the bridge and inundating many homes.
tion was particularly bad.

In the spring of 1882 the situa

Because the ice on the Saskatchewan had not

broken by the time the Battle River ice came down, there was a large jam
at the river's mouth and the water backed up until the flats became a
48
lake.
This recurring annual disaster motivated Battleford people to
move their town to the beautiful high land between the rivers.

Apart

from its altitude and beauty, this location had a number of arguments
in its favor, not the least of which was the nearness of the Mounted
Police barracks.

Town merchant Alexander Macdonald, later of Macdonald's

Consolidated, Winnipeg, owned suitable land on the plateau which he made

48 Ibid ., April 29, 1882.
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available for a townsite and arranged to have privately surveyed by
Richard Carnie Laurie. 49
in making the move.

A large number of residents lost little time

About fifty lots were almost immediately disposed

of, on condition that the holder build a good house on the property
wi th in a year. 50

Of the bu ildings wh ich were erected on this Macdonald-

Laurie survey, only two remain.

One is the St. Vital Church on its

ri verbank site; the other is the Speers home at the COrJ1er of what
is now 13th Street and 2nd Avenue.
Whether the arrival of government surveyor A. G. Cavana on
September 1, 1882 had any connection wi th the Macdonald·-Laurie survey
earl ier in the year is conjectural.

At any rate, Cavana had instructions

to survey the townsite on the south side of Battle River.

This was the

first town plot to be laid out in the North West by the Dominion Govern
mente

51

But the inevitable resul t of survey after years of delay was

trouble over land title.

The buildings already there d:Ld not fit the

new survey; and p. G. Laurie complained that
Mr. Cavana, the gentleman in charge of the survE~y, had
played sad havoc with the arbitrary streets of the old
settlers, running his stree~ and lanes through some
houses, crossing in others, and scarcely letting one
stand squarely on the lot it was supposed to OC(~upy .52
Cavana finished his assignment in mid-October.
However, next July R. C. Laurie resumed the government survey.

49 Ibid ., May l3~ 1882.

50Ibid •

5I Ibid ., September 2, 1882.

52Ibid ." September 23, 1882.
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It was extended to include the property ly ing between t.he Saskatchewan
and Battle Rivers, which encompassed the townsite he had but recently
surveyed privately for Macdonald.

He completed the job in January, 1884.

Again, the new streets and avenues conflicted with those already laid
out.

Not the least of the complainants was Macdonald himself, who

wrote to Lieutenant-Governor Dewdney about the matter.

He said:

I have been in business at Battleford for the last 7
or 8 years and took up my present claim three or four
years ago & would have done so sooner had the land been
surveyed.
For the first five or six years I carried on business
on the south side of the Battle River & would have con
tinued there had I not been forced to leave on ale of
high water in the Spring ••••
After talking the matter over amongst ourselves all
seemed in favor of moving to the bank of the Saskatche
wan River and the only difficulty was that all the land
out side the Gov. Reserve was taken up -- I offered par
ties wishing to build lots free of Chg. on my claim which
was accepted by a large number it being as we all believed
out side of the Gov. reserve at least ~ mile ••••
There are quite a number of houses built on Capt.
Antrobus, Scotts &my claims
and was very much sur
prised when said claims were survey into town lots by
54
the Gov. last summer think there must be some mistake ••••
Correspondence between Macdonald and the Department of the Interior con
tinued for some time, until finally settlement was reached.

Before this

was brought about, however, Macdonald had sold out his Battle ford store
interests to the Prince brothers and moved to Winnipeg.
The survey of the Battleford townsite was only part of a more
general government program.

None of the land in the vicinity was offi

cially subdivided into sections until 1884. That year R. C. Laurie

53Ibid ., January 12, 1884.

5~acdonald to Dewdney, December 17, 1883. See Department of
the Interior, Lands Branch, File #69348 (Archives of Saskatchewan).

53
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mapped out townships 43 and 44 in ranges 16 and 17 west of the 3rd
meridian.

55

The townplot was located in the centre of this block.

Again the inevitable result was disputed claims.

Land agent William

Pearce came to settle these, both in the farming community and the
townsite.
The relocation of Battleford did not proceed a1 together as
smoothly as might originally have been expected.

Apart from land title,

one of the major causes of dissens ion was the mul ti-purpose communi ty
hall and school house.

By March, 1884 feelings on the matter had become

so incensed that the Saskatchewan Herald labelled the move"a desperate
and partially successful attempt" by a few to transfer the town.

"Those

who moved over there", he added, tfassumed that they wex'e the inhabi
tants of Battleford, and that no one else had any rights that they were
bound to respect."

56

Apparently the group who had mov€'d to the Macdonald

townsite wanted to move the schoolhouse, while those who had stayed in
south Battleford were anxious to retain it.

In the midst of the dispute,

the trustees decided to auction it off, and made the decision without
calling a public meeting.

57

to the Hudson's Bay Company.

The little building was

nevertheless~ sold

58

The school issue did not die a sudden death.

On March 14 six

men met in Alexander Macdonald's office for a school meeting.

Apparently

a number of those with strong views about the problem were not aware

55
Sa§katchewan Herald, February 23, 1884.
56Ibid ., March 8, 1884.
57Ibid •

58Ibid ., March 22, 1884.
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that the meeting was to be held and again feeling ran high.

At any rate,

John Skelton, John Carney and William Latimer were appointed school
trustees by the group, despite Laurie's protests that "such a gather
ing ••• cannot be allowed to usurp the functions tt of a publ icly-called
59
meeting.
Presumably oil was poured on troubled waters, for shortly
thereafter a small note appeared in the Herald to the effect that a sub
scription list was being circulated for the erection of a school house,
.
. d • 60 The quarrel •
. . . .In t h
not SpeCI. f Ie
IS InterestIng
at ·It provl.des
I oca t Ion

an early small-scale parallel to the effort to transplant old Battleford
to the north side of the Saskatchewan in 1904-1905, and the jealous
rivalry which ensued.
During the years 1876 to 1883 the whole tempo of life in Battleford changed.

Ever-increasing numbers of immigrants interested in

settling permanently, in building schools and churches, in participating
in politics arrived.

The town itself acquired the social poise and poli

tical interests becoming the capital of the North West Territories.

In

many respects these were years of transition -- from trade to agriculture,
from work camp to capital, from south side flats to the high land over
looking both rivers.

And the future looked bright.

Not until the rail

way was rerouted and the capital moved did the great expectations of Battleford people dim.

That they could not know that the community's physical

isolation was to be a relatively permanent condition saved them from
despair.

59!!ili!.
60 Ib · d

--1.--, April 19, 1884.

CHAPTER V

REBELLION:

1885

It was during that changeable season between winter and summer,
when brisk winds send cloud banks scurrying across the sky and clear
sunshine makes the snow sparkle with blinding pricks of light, when
quick thaws alternate with frosts to glaze the grimy crust of snow and
river ice tears itself apart, when farmers make ready for spring seed
ing and trees break into leaf, that some six hundred frightened, miser
able people sought refuge from Indian war parties within the palisades
of Fort Battleford in 1885. The inside square of the fort was only
one hundred by ninety feet in size; the commanding officer's home, a
two-storey frame cottage, the most elaborate accommodation.

Seventy

two people were billeted in it during the siege. Water was hauled
under escort from the Battle River, more than a mile distant, and the
possibility of Indians cutting the defenders off from the supply was
never far removed. Travel was difficult at that time of year and many
of the refugees, in their haste to reach safety, had brought neither
extra food nor clothing with them.

During the cold, damp nights many

slept on the ground or in large hastily-erected tents; cooking facil
ities and meals were vexatious; babies were born; the frail sickened
and died; and young men were killed in skirmishes beyond the stockade.
It was a time never to be forgotten by those who endured -- a time when
fear, lack of privacy, material losses and crises were compounded by
84
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an isolation from the outside world so complete as to terrify. Mail
carriers could not get through from Swift Current; the telegraph line
to Duck Lake and Clark's Crossing was down; and those intrepid mes
sengers who set out carrying despatches across country succeeded only
with great risk and difficulty.

Rumour ran rampant.

And the mixed

crowd within the palisades -- police, townsmen, homesteaders and
freighters with their women and children, whites and half-breeds re
flecting many shades of sympathy with rebel demands -- were caught up
together in the immediate fight for survival against cold, hunger,
and marauding Indians.

During that changeable spring of 1885, the

community at Fort Battleford was a self-contained world suspended in
fear.
The metis leader, Louis Riel, set up his provisional government
at St. Laurent on March 17, 1885.

Before month I s end he had defeated

Major L. N. F. Crozier's forces of North West Mounted POlice and Prince
Albert Volunteers near Duck Lake, induced the vengeful and excitable
Stonies of the Eagle Hills to take the war-path, and transformed the
possibility of a general Indian uprising into probability.

Despite

its previous indifference to the legitimate complaints of metis and
other settlers, the Dominion government took prompt and effective measures,
first, to localize the rebellion, and second, to stamp out armed resist
ance.
The greatest danger lay in the spread of rebellion.

Had the

Cree around Qu'Appelle and the war-like Blackfoot Confederacy to the
west risen to assist the metis and Indians of the North Saskatchewan
River area, this chapter of Western Canadian history might well have
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been ttblood red -- 1ike the sun... l

Those who actually took up arms

against the Canadian government numbered only about 1,000, whereas
the Indian popUlation covered by Treaties 4, 6 and 7 totalled some
I
2
20,000. Prompt military action, government distribution of larger
food rations to hungry and restless tribes, and the efforts made by
clergy and the employees of the Hudson's Bay Company to preserve the
peace, confined the uprising to the North Saskatchewan district. The
appointment of Commissioners W. p. R. Street,A. E. Forget and Roger
Goulet to investigate metis claims and to issue scrip in exchange for
half-breed title also helped ease the situation in disaffected dis
tricts.
Whites, half-breeds and Indians in the NorthWest Territories
all had genuine grievances. High on the list of white demands were
responsible government for the North West Territories, representation
in the Dominion Parliament and Cabinet, vote by ballot, modification
of the homestead laws, reduction in tariffs, and the construction of a
railway to Hudson Bay. Half-breed agitation was less politicallyoriented and derived essentially from cuI tural-economic worries. Many
metis had trekked west from Red River after the 1870 uprising in an
effort to find new land and preserve their traditional way of life.

IThis is a paraphrase of the title of William Bleasdell
Cameron's book, Blood Red the Sun (Calgary: Kenway Publishing Company,
1950). In it he quotes Imasees, the second son of Big Bear, as
saying, ''Ho: I 1ike to see the sun get up that way -- red, 1ike blood.
Itt s a sure sign of victory for the Indians, always. tt
2

Stanley, G. F. G., The Birth of Western Canada; a History of
the Riel Rebellions (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1963),
p. 353.
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Their grief over the passing of the traditional buffalo hunt and other
old ways was rubbed raw by the government's lack of interest in their
land claims and by the economic depression of 1884. The Indian ques
tion involved many more people, and was extremely difficult of solu
tion. With the disappearance of the buffalo the plains Indians'
whole way of life had to change.

In the spring of 1885 many bands

were literally starving. Government handouts of food, cattle, and
grain provided subsistence living, which contrasted deplorably with the
ffsweet promises·' that the Chiefs recalled being made by the Treaty Com
missioners.

In the spring of 1885 food stocks were unusually low and

tempers ragged.

March, with its changeable weather, its prospect of

uncongenial farm work, and its hunger, was a fertile time for Riel's
emissaries to talk rebellion among discontented, unhappy, and once
proud tribesmen.

And the crisis was complicated by the policies and

administrative delays of the Indian Affairs Department.

A tight ter

ritorial budget in 1884 coincided with strict instructions being sent
to agents on the reserves which permitted them little discretion in
the distribution of food rations and the settlement of local problems.
Riel's agitation centred among the metis at Duck Lake and St.
Laurent.

Initially their demands were seconded by the residents of

the Prince Albert district.

However, when peaceful agitation graduated

to military plans, this outside sympathy evaporated.

Before and during

the Rebellion Riel's emissaries attempted to organize support in the
Battleford area, both among the half-breed community and the Indians.
They succeeded only to a limited extent.

The Stonies, Big Bear's band,

and the more excitable element in Poundmaker's band went on the warpath.
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But the efforts of Poundmaker himself to limit his tribesmen's
depredations, and of Moosomin to move his band out of the trouble
area, meant that even in central Saskatchewan the Indian front was
not united.

In Battleford most of the half-breeds living in and about

town, working as freighters, labourers, and interpreters, remained
loyal to the government.

Only a few openly joined the rebel camp.

The large community at Bresaylor, most of whom had migrated to the
Saskatchewan from Red River country in 1882 and 1883, reflected many
shades of opinion.
speaking groups.

They comprised both Engl ish-speaking and French
Some were loyal to the Government, some were sympa

thetic to Riel, but most were caught in the middle.

They wanted to

stay uninvol ved, to be left alone, to look after their farms.

In the

light of previous experience they were convinced that any rising against
Canadian authority was futile; and also that, if the Indians ever took
the war-path en mgsse, the handful of Mounted POlice at Fort Battleford
could afford them little protection.
impossible.

In the end non-involvement proved

Some followed the:ir stolen cattle across to Poundmaker's

reserve, some were forced to jo in the Indians, and many came in to the
Fort.
Battleford was strateg:ically located at the heart of the trouble
zone. South-east lay the rebel metis headquarters at Duck Lake and St.
Laurent.

North-east was

PrincE~

Albert, with its large mixed-blood

population, and to the west, the Bresaylor settlement. Until the pre
vious February the Indian Agency Office for the district, which had
jurisdiction over some 2,000 Indians on seven reserves within a radius
of forty-five miles, had been located in Battleford.

And the town was
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the hub of the local Cree, Stoney, and Saul teaux tribes.

Little

Pine's reserve was about forty-five miles west, adjacent to Poundmaker's.
Sweet Grass was eighteen miles west.

Thunderchild and Moosomin were

both north -- Moosomin about fourteen miles from Battleford and Thunderchild just beyond.

Red Pheasant's reserve lay to the south-east in the

Eagle Hills about twenty miles distant, while the Stoney reserve was
some twenty miles directly south.

In February the office was moved
from Battleford to Poundmaker's reserve. 3 About a month later Big Bear
and his wanderers, the last band to settle, were finally prevailed upon

to select a reserve.

They chose country at Dog Rump, twenty-five miles

above Frog Lake, site of a massacre the following Easter.
Battleford was strategically located in other respects.
the site of the largest Mounted POlice detachment in the area.

It was
In

October, 1884 the number of men at the post had been increased to two
4
hundred.
Crozier ordinarily supplied Carlton, Prince Albert and Fort
Pitt with only small detachments of men; when he took a large troop to
Carlton to cope with the metis outbreak at Duck Lake, Fort Battleford
itself was left with only a skeleton defence.

By the end of March the

Battleford Volunteers had organized to fill the gap.

After the mili

tary engagements at Fish Creek and Batoche, General Frederick Middleton
moved his men to Fort Battleford, and it became the centre of troop
movements, the possibility of which contingency had been foreseen as
early as 1876 by Commissioner G. A. French of the North West Mounted

3

Sa§katchewan Herald, February 27, 1885.

4ttReport of the Commiss ioner of the North Wes t Mounted Pol ice,
1885 tt , in Canada, Sessional Papers (1886), no. 10, part II, p. 20.
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Police.

5
Fort Battleford was also the logical point of refuge for home

steaders and settlers.

It was a military garrison, affording

some

measure of protection.

And Battleford, which just three years before

had been the territorial capital, was still the commercial and social
heart of the farming area.

The town was also a major communications

point on the telegraph line to eastern Canada and, so long as this line
could be kept in working order, in contact with the outside world.
This brief survey of conditions in the North West Territories
prior to the Riel Rebellion, and summary of Battleford's strategic loca
tion relative to it, introduces a dramatic sequence of events.

On

March 17, 1885 Riel established his Provisional Government at St. Laurent
and shortly thereafter forced the Mounted POlice to evacuate Carlton.
On March 28 Indian war parties terrorized the Battleford district and
sent outlying farmers scurrying to the Fort.

On March 30 Poundmaker's

Cree and the Eagle Hills Stonies plundered the old town of Battleford
on the south side of the river.

On April 2 Warchief Wandering Spirit

and part of Big Bear's band killed the Indian Agent, the farm instruc
tor, two priests and five others at Frog Lake.

On April 15 Big Bear

forced Inspector Francis Dickens, the nephew of the famous novelist,
to evacuate Fort Pitt. Meanwhile, on April 2, the day of the Frog Lake
Massacre, Major-General Middleton and the Winnipeg Militia reached Fort
Qu'Appelle on their way west to quell the insurrection.

Realizing the

seriousness of the situation, he wired Ottawa for more men and the

5rrench to Minister of Justice, Aprile 17, 1876. See Royal
Canadian Mounted POlice Records (Public Archives of Canada).
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Canadian government mobilized 7,982 troops.6 Middleton split his force
into three columns.

He himself set out for rebel headquarters at

Batoche, Colonel W. D. Otter moved north from Swift Current to relieve
Battleford, while Major-General T. B. Strange went after Big Bear via
Edmonton and Fort Pitt.

On April 24 part of Middleton's force encoun

tered Riel's metis at Fish Creek but the result of the fight was incon
elusive.

That same day Otter's troops relieved Battleford.

They then

moved upriver and on May 2 surprised Poundmaker's camp at Cutknife.
Again the attack was not altogether successful.

Poundmaker and his

people set off across country hoping to reach Riel at Batoche.

But on

May 19, after hearing that the metis had been defeated and their leader
captured, Poundmaker decided to surrender. Strange led the mop-up opera
tions against Big Bear in the northern forests.
These events acquire fresh urgency when looked at through the
eyes of those who were trapped in Fort Battleford. So many groups were
thrust into close proximity for the "duration" that a general view of
what was known about the outside situation may perhaps best be obtained
by means of a composite diary.

In using this literary technique, feel

ings of individual frustration, group prejudice and distrust,the effects
of rumour, and the saving grace of laughter, all of which were plentiful
commodities in the Fort, are not conveyed; however, it is hoped that
in spite of these limitations, an accurate picture of what life within
the palisades was like, as well as of what the people within knew about
external events, will emerge.

6

The following composite diary is based

Stanley, ope cit., p. 352.
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upon information garnered from the diaries, reminiscences, and state
ments of people who were there. 7

A COMPOSITE DIARY:

BATTLEFORD, MARCH-MAY 1885

Friday, March 12:
The half breeds at Batoche and St. Laurent are in a fighting
mood; and Superintendent Crozier left for Carlton during the night with
8
a detachment of twenty-five Mounted Police and one field piece.
Thursday, March 18:
Riel has established a provisional government at Batoche.
Indian Agent J. B. Lash of Duck Lake

9

and his interpreter are

prisoners of the rebels.
The telegraph line from here to Clark's Crossing is cut, and
•
h ave set out t
· It.
· 10
repaIrmen
0 repaIr

7The sources used in compiling this Composite Diary are:
Clinkskill, OPt cit.; part II. Todd, Lieutenant-Colonel Hamlyn, '~orth
West Rebellion, 1885; Recollections, Reflections and Items: the Diary
of Lieutenant-Golonel Hamlyn Todd commanding the Guards Company of Sharp
shooters in that Expedition" (A mimeograph copy of the manuscript is in
the Library at Fort Battleford National Historic Park); Cassels, Lieuten
ant R. S., '-Diary of Lieut. R. S. Cassels, North-West Field Force, l885 H
(A mimeograph copy of the manuscript is in the Library at Fort Battleford
National Historic Park); Sleigh, Corporal R. B., "Diary" in Cameron,
OPt cit., PP. 96-98; and Jefferson, Ope cit. In so far as was possible,
dates, statistics and other factual data taken from these sources have
been checked against statements made by Colonel W. D. Otter, contempor
ary news accounts printed by the Montreal Daily Witness and The Canadian
PictoriBl aDd Illystrated War News, and the scholarly study of the Riel
Rebellion by Stanley, OPt cit.
8

Saskatchewgn Herald, March 13, 1885.

9Stanley, OPt cit., p. 315.
10

Saskatchewan Herald, March 27, 1885.
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Friday, March 19:
Thirty-seven men from hereabouts have formed the Battleford
Rifles, and are to serve at the barracks with the POliee. The Minister
of Militia, A. p. Caron, authorized the arrangement. 11
Wednesday, March 25:
Riel's men have taken Duck Lake. 12
Friday, March 27:
Word received about yesterday's fight at Duck Lake.

Apparently

Crozier sent a small party under Thomas McKay and Sergeant Stewart to
secure provisions and ammunition stored at Hillyard Mitchell's Duck
Lake store. They were stopped by Gabriel Dumont and a band of metis
about three miles from their destination. On their return to Carlton,
Crozier sounded n.Boots and Saddles"; and in short order left for
Duck Lake by sleigh, accompanied by Inspector Howe, Surgeon Miller,
Captain Morton, fi fty-three N.C.O.'s and men of the N.N •.I.P ., forty

llIbid. For a list of those who served in the Battleford Rifles
see the Saskatchewan Herald, February 11, 1911. Names of the roster
include Captain A. E. Nash, Lieutenants F. Merigold and L. C. Baker,
Quarter Master H. Gisborne, Sergeant~dajor C. Smith, Sergeants D. O'Neill,
J. Gagnon, and F. Otton, Corporals A. E. Johnson, C. M. Daunais,
W. Latour, M. Young, Bugler E. Gilbert, and Privates J. Atkinson,
E. Bourassa, L. Bourre, E. Brunelle, C. H. Cameron, M. Cote, C. Cunningham,
A. Dobbs, G. G. Donovan, F.Durand, H. England, B. Fontaine, T. Forsyth,
G. Gairdner, H. Garrett, H. Jefferson, W. Lauzon, A. McKenzie, D.
McKenzie, M. McKenzie, W. H. McKinley, D. McRae,W. McBeth, A. Masse,
A. Miller, J. Michaud, P. Ouellette, J. Potter, D. Ross, G. Sayers,
W. Salisbury, W. Skelton, D. Smith, M. Smith, J. Stevenson, J. H. Sully,
C. Williamson, C. White,and R. C. WYlde
12

Saskatchewan Herald, March 27, 1885.
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volunteers from Prince Albert, interpreter McKay, and a seven-pound
gun.

They were ambushed in a coulee two miles or so from Duck Lake;

and after a half-hour fight, retreated. There were fourteen dead, nine
wounded, and five disabled transport horses. The metis dispersed.
Shortly after Crozier's return to Carlton, Colonel Irvine arrived with
· f orcements af
·
reIn
ter an
eIght-day cross-country marc h f rom R·
eg1na. 13

This brought the garrison's total strength to 225 NCO's, officers and
men.
Here at Battleford we are afraid of trouble. Rumours are a
dime a dozen, and the authorities seem reluctant to release infonmation. 14
SaturdalJ March 28:
Colonel Irvine has evacuated Carlton.

In the confusion of get

ting the wounded ready to move, and of packing, some hay caught fire,
and some of the buildings at the post are burning, By four o'clock
this morning, the last sleigh was loaded and on its way to Prince Albert.
Great

excitement~

Word has just arrived that Chiefs Poundmaker,

Strike-him-on-the-Back and Little Pine are on their way in to see Indian
Agent J.

rl'i.

Rae "accompanied only by enough squaws to do the drudgery

of the camptt.16 Despite JUdge Charles B. Rouleau's statement that Riel's
flare-up is merely a ttbit of political bluster",17 those who live on the
south side of the Battle are thinking about moving over to the barracks

13Ibid • See also Stanley, op. cit., pp. 327-329, and The Riel
Rebellion 1885 (Montreal: Witness Printing House, 1885), p. 3.
14clinkskill,
155tanley,

OPt

OPt

cit., part II, PP. 3-4.

cit., PP. 329-330.

16S§§iBtchewBn Herald, April 23, 1885.
17Ibid •

15
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.
18
f or protectIon.
~unday,

March 29:
Early in the afternoon Judge Rouleau, Indian Agent J. M. Rae

and Overseer of Public Works A. T. Berthiaume got their families ready
to leave for Swift Current. 19 Other south side residents 20 met at the
)

home of Hudson's Bay Company factor, William McKay, to discuss the best
course of action.

Local merchant, James Clinkskill, describes the

meeting and the events which followed:
It was decided to despatch a trusty half-breed out to
Poundmaker's Reserve, to see if there was any signs of
excitement amongst the Indians. We knew the disposi
tion of the chiefs were not so unfriendly towards the whites,
but these chiefs had very little control over the band and
should the young men become exci ted over the news of the
defeat of the Police at Carlton (which news they had received
in some mysterious way before we did) that nothing would
restrain them from going to any extreme. About four o'clock
the messenger got back with the news that the Indians were
on the road, looting and burning property on their way in.
By this time the party for Swift Current had set out. This
decided our course. Gathering our clothing etc. together
we hastily took a meal and prepared to take refuge in the
POlice Barracks. All our horses [referring to Clinkskill's
and Mahaffy's] were off on a trip to Swift Current for
goods for the Spring. All I had was a little pony my wife

l8IIbl·d.
. ..

k k·ll ,op. Clt.,
.
4
See.Al so CI"1nS1
part II
., p•.•

19
Saskatchewan Herald, April 23, 1885.
20These included:

Indian Agent J. M. Rae, his office clerk

J. A. Macrae, Registrar W. J. Scott, storekeepers James Clinkskill and
T. E. Mahaffy, their clerk Charles Millie, Hudson's Bay Company factor
William McKay and his employees J. E. Stewart, Alfred Macdonald, and
E. A. Nash, Principal of the Indian Industrial School the Rev. Mr.
Thomas Clarke, interpreter-trader Peter Ballendine, and newspaper pub
lisher Patrick Gammie Laurie. This 1ist is interesting in that it
indicates the few who had not yet followed the exodus to the new town
site between the rivers.

96
used to drive and a buckboard. Everyone else owning
any teams were using them themselves to take their
belongings to a place of safety, so I was unable to
take any of our trunks. My wife carried her jewel
case and an old family bible, an heirloom, in her hands,
the clothing on our backs was, all we could take. The
River was in bad shape for crossing. The bridge which
was always taken down before the ice went out had been
removed. Water was running at each side, and strong
ice in the centre. One had to take a boat to cross
the water, then walk across the ice and take another
boat to get to the other side. I went down stream with
the empty buckboard to cross at a shallOW part and in
crossing nearly drowned the I ittle pony. When we
arrived at the barracks we found besides the towns
people that a number of the settlers had come in with
their families.21
Last night Indians raided the farm homes of Donald Finlayson,
John D. Finlayson, Thomas Macfarlane and J. M. Macfarlane -- all about
seven miles from town:

burned some of the houses, drove off about one

hundred head of cattle and fifty horses.

Due to the warning of an old

Indian woman, to whom Mrs. Finlayson had at one time shown a kindness,
the family had time to escape. 22
Monday, March 30:
Two hundred or more Indians of Poundmakerts and Little Pinets
•
bands arrIved
at south Battleford today,

to talk to Indian Agent Rae.

f .
If 23
armed and
in war paInt,

I

He, with William McKay, who had stayed

on that side overnight, and interpreter Peter Ballendine, started out
to meet them half-way between the barracks and their camp.

However,

someone hiding near the river fired at the party and Rae returned.

2lClinkskill, Ope cit., part II, pp. 6-7.
22SS §k gtghewan Herald, April 23, 1885.
23Stanley, Ope cit., P. 335.
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McKay and Ballendine crossed over to talk with the Indians, who held
24
a Big Council all afternoon. Poundmaker was acclaimed Chief.
From
the barracks it looks as if the Indians across the Battle are having
!fa high time" tonight.

We can see the light of their lanterns as they

pass in and out of the houses, hear the firing of guns, the beat of
. monotonous h*1-h*1 cant.
h
25
t om- t oms, an d t helr
Inspector W. S. Morris, who is senior officer here during
Croz ier t s absence, is preparing for a siege. So many people are crowded
into the Fort that food and accommodation is a real problem.

The men's

barracks are being used by some two hundred women and children. The
Indian Department Warehouse on the square is headquarters of the Home
Guard, which has been organized for garrison duty by Captain Robert Wyld,
who used to be in the N.W.M.P., Lieutenants W. H. Smart, and J. M.
Macfarl ane. 26

24Jefferson, Ope cit., p. 127.
25Clinkskill, ope cit., part II, p. 7
26Saskatchewan Herald, April 23, 1885. For a list of those who
served in the Battleford Home Guard see Saskatchewan Herald, February
25, 1911. The following served in NO.1 Company: Captain R. Wyld,
Lieutenants W. H. Smart and J. G.Oliver, Quartermaster R. C. McDonald,
Sergeants p. Richard, J. D. Finlayson, and F. A. D. Bourke, Corporals
J. E. Stewart, T. E. Mahaffy, and A. C. Schneider, and Privates E. Arcand,
A. Arcand, D. Arcand, H. Applegarth, A. Ballendine, A. Beliveau, A.
Bannerman, G. H. Clouston, J. Clinkskill, D. Cooper, H. Cinnamon, Sr.,
H. Cinnamon, Jr., T. Cinnamon, J. Cinnamon, W. Cinnamon, H. Couture,
D. L. Clink, I. G. Clink, W. Cummings, J. Cardinal, J. Dufresne, A. p.
Forget, D. M. Finlayson, M. Flamond, F. Gaudair, H. A. Head, T. Hutchings,
J. Heon, H. L'Heureaux, G. W. Jackson, J • .'Longmoor, Jr., J. Longmoor,
Sr., S. Lajoie, S. Morin, J. McDonald, C. McDonald, N. McDonald, R.
McDonald, J. M. McGregor, T. Mitchell, J. A. Prince, J. G. Prince, H.
Prince, M. Plante, W. Peterson, H. Prevost, Jonathan Rose, T. H. Schneider,
A. Savard, J. M. Skelton, J. C. Skelton, E. J. Spence, J. Strang, (cont.)
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Tuesday, March 31:
Stonies from the Eagle Hills are on the warpath:
I

In travel-

ing across country to join Poundmaker, who is camped about two and a

half miles from south town, their war parties killed James Payne,
farm instructor on Mosquito's Reserve; stopped off at the farm of
Bernard Fremont and Thomas Dewan, where they shot Fremont while he
repaired his wagon, ransacked the house, and drove off the horses;
raided the homesteads of Harry Nash, A. J. Prongua, George D. Gopsill,
Joseph Price, and Harry Phipps.

A friendly brave warned farm instruc

tor George Applegarth at Red Pheasant's Reserve in time for him to
escape. He, with wife and child, set off for Swift Current by buck
board.

Other farmers experienced more harrowing escapes. Gopsill and

a neighbor, Thomas Hodson, with Gopsill's baby, were on their way in
to the barracks when they were overtaken by a war party.

The Indians

demanded their horse and wagon, one brave grabbed at the baby's shaWl,
and only quick thinking and a dicker made by Hodson saved the day.

A

M. Taylor, Wand W. Turner. Number 2 Company included Captain W. J.
Scott, Lieutenants J. M. Macfarlane and G. D. Gopsill, Color Sergeant
J. H. Price, Sergeants A. J. Prongua, T. Macfarlane, and C. Millie,
Corporals C. C. Setter, C. Bourke, W. McKay, and J. McRae, and Privates
C. Atherson, J. Bird, p. Ballendine, S. Ballendine, J. Brown, J. Craig,
J. Bernier, J. Carney, A. R. Chisholm, T. Dewan, J. Daniels,H. England,
L. Flamond, A. Forest, J. Forest, p. Flamond, J. Gaudair, Sr., J.
Hourie, S. Heon, J. Hebert, T. Hodgson, J. Hope, J. G. Inkster, P. G.
Laurie, Onesime L'Heureux, W. Latimer, R. R. Matheson,S. Macfarlane,
p. Macdonald, C. p. Macdonald, H. Nash, J. Omand, J. Pierre, H. Phipps,
p. C. Pambrun, J. Pambrun, p. Pambrun, B. Prince, H. Richardson, v.
Rivard, M. Sayers, T. St. Denis, R. G. Speers, A. Setter, G. St. George,
A. Spence, J. Slater, A. Suffern, G. Spence, A. Tait, D. Taylor, E. Taylor,
H. Taylor, p. Taylor, Scott Taylor, J. Todd, and J. Wright.
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short distance behind Gopsill and Hodson, Joseph Price with his wife
and four children

were likewise hurrying to shelter. The Indians

stopped them, took their wagon, stripped them of their possessions,
and left them afoot about ten miles from town.

Fortunately Gopsill saw

them and went back to pick them up.27
Wednesday, April 1:
Some of the settlers from the Bresaylor settlement came in
with their families this morning.
family, and Peter Hourie.

Among them were James Bird and his

We hear that many of the Bresaylor people

are reluctant to join either side. They went through the first rebel
lion in Manitoba, and saw the results.

Since coming here in 1882, they

have worked their farms, built up their herds, and have much to lose
by joining the rebels.

At the same time they have little faith in any

protection the Mounted POlice can offer. So, for the most part,they
want to stay on their farms, guard their property, and let the two sides
fight it out. However, some I'troublemakers" among them do sympathize
with Riel, particularly a school-teacher named Joubert.
Poundmakerts Indians, who are

c~~ped

And some of

just across the Saskatchewan from

the Bresaylor settlement are stealing their cattle and exerting enough
pressure to force the waverers over to their side. Some of those who
might be inclined to join the government forces, are afraid to come into
28
the barracks, for fear of being thrown into cells.

27Saskatchewan Herald, April 23, 1885.
28Jefferson, op. cit., pp. 133-135.
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Thursday, April 2:
The telegraph line is down again, so James Bird and Constable
Henry Storer have left for Swift Current carrying despatches.

29

Friday, April 3:
Thomas Hodson and Louis Flamond left early this morning to
bring in Fremont·s bOdy.30
The situation inside the barracks is acute.

Food and shelter

for one hundred able-bodied men, and three hundred women and children
is a problem.
A number of the women and children were housed in the
quartermaster's warehouse, outside the stockade. In the
night time frequent alarms were sounded, when every man
took his appointed station at a loop-hole made in the stock
ade. When these alarms were given the women and children
had to clamber over the barrier to get inside, some of the
women in their excitement throwing the children over.
This could not continue. A large Marquee in the Police
stores was routed out and erected in the square, where
these people were made as comfortable as possible ••••
The question of food was a serious matter. A party of
snrmishers was sent over to see what was left in the stores.
They reported some flour, bacon and tea could be got. For
tunately, our store had just received from Swift Current
a short time before, a full carload of flour. A temporary
crossing was constructed, & a party with wagons under a
strong escort brought over a generous supply of flour, bacon,
and tea: some tobacco, dried apples and a very few canned
goods. These supplies were piled up in the centre of the
square, covered with tarpaUlin and a strong guard put over
it. We began to feel better at the sight of enough food
to do us for a time. The flour was all right; but Oh:
that bacon. It displayed all the colors of the rainbow,
tasted rank; however, it was eatable, if you had a strong
appetite and a vigorous digestion. There was no well in
the barracks. All the water was obtained from the Battle

29

Saskatchewan Herald, April 23, 1885.

30Ibid •
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River, a distance of over a mile, and had to be
drawn in tanks; and a regular escort accompanied
the wagons. The danger of the supply being cut off
was always present.31
A number of men got leave to cross the Bat tIe River and see
the damage.

Clinkskill says the sight that met his eyes when he entered

his house was pitifUl.
In the hall was a large round-topped trunk that had
contained a lot of my wife's clothing. The top had
been smashed in, no attempt having been made to force
the fastenings. It was entirely empty. In the dining
room, the table at which we had taken a hurried meal
before fleeing to the barracks, all the dishes etc. had
been left on it. Evidently the Indians had eaten what
food had been left by us, (; then taken a club and smashed
the dishes. On the table I found a large plug of tobacco,
with a little piece cut off the corner about enough to
fill a pipe. From the china closet many of the dishes
had been carried off; all the tea-cups were gone, but the
saucers, which no Indian uses, were left behind, as also
were a number of plates. The cupboard where the silver
was kept was quite empty; all the fine silver and cutlery
my wife had received as marriage presents was all gone.
The mirrors in the bureaus were all broken. The trunks,
drawers, etc. were empty. A fine writing-desk had been
broken open and the contents scattered on the floor ••••
In the garden I found a clock and a fine work box of
inlaid ivory brought from China by my wife's uncle ••••
The Indian Department Office was the next building we
visited. The files were taken out of the frames, the
papers torn and scattered about.... In the store, the
shelves were emptied of goods, the bins containing
groceries were empty, the weighing scales smashed and the
counters hacked.32

A camp of half-breeds living in a ravine two miles from town
has just been moved to the fort.

Sergeant Major M. J. Kirk and guide

Joseph Nolin, senior, went out with twelve men and brought them in.
Among them are the families of Duncan Nolin, Carriere, Joseph Nolin,

3lClinkskill,

Ope

cit., part II, pp. 12-14.

32!&i&., Pp. 15-18.
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junior, Philip Atkinson, John and Robert Hourie, Joseph Decharme, and
They are now camped in and around Constable Macdermot t 's
house at the corner of the barrack square. 33

Alex Savard.

This afternoon John Wright crossed over from the north side of
the Saskatchewan.

He says that Chief Nepabase's band have plundered

J. G. Oliver's saw mill up river. 34
Tonight we can see Indians looting Wyld's and Burke's house
35
directly across the Saskatchewan from the barracks.
Midnight:

Alex Bremner is here from Bresaylor to
to help bring in their people and cattle. 36

ge~

an escort

Saturday, April 4:
Cuthbert Macdonald's child died today after tfthe hardships to
which it was exposed on the journey in from Bresaylor tt •
fir s t de ath incamp. 37

This is the

A letter has just arrived from Hudson Bay factor W. J. McLean
at Fort Pitt, describing the Frog Lake massacre.
Across the Battle, Mahaffy's and Clinkskill's store is in
flames.

The river is too high to cross over and scatter the Indians.

33
Saskatchewan Herald, April 23, 1885.

34Ibid •

35Ibid •

36Ibid •

37Ibid •
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Sunday, April 5

d
:

The stables at the Indian Industrial School are burning.

S9

Monday, April 6:
The men are working on the stockades, nailing boards along the
top to strengthen it.
This is "one of
with sleet and snow u • 40 Some

nest days of the season; wind north-west
f the women and children from Bresaylor

are in a large tent in the bar ack's square. 41
Tuesday, April 7:
Joe Poitras made it to Wyldts and Bourke's house on the north
side of the Saskatchewan this

orning.

He brought despatches from

Prince Albert, because the tel graph is cut.

'ne was snow-blind and

could not see the signals or m ke out how to cross the river."
at Wyld's and Bourke's, lootin

Over

Indians had thrown a "quantity of beef

into the cellar and emptied ba s of seed grain of various kinds and a
lot of chopped feed on top of -t."42
Wednesday, April 8:
An exchange of shots.

Our men are firing across the Battle at

the Indians who are loading ca ts at Government House; but the distance
IS

too great to d0 muc h damage. 43

39!Jll.!!.

40Ibid •

4l!Jll.!!.

42 Ibid •

43Ibid •
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Saturday, April 11:
The ice broke today on the main channel of the Saskatchewan. 44
Monday, April 13:
Ross C. Macdonald, F. A. Smart, D. Ross, Joe Ayond, Henry Storer,
and James Bird returned today from Swift Current with word that Colonel

W. D. Otter and his Second Division left there for Battleford two days
45
ago.
The northern horizon is fearsomely red with fires which stretch
more than twenty miles across. 46
Tuesday, April 14:
A work party from the barracks went out to the Prince brothers
farm, some ten miles up the Saskatchewan, to get hay.

The house has

been ral·d e d • 47

We have had no mail from the outside for a month.

48

The mounted police are throwing up a line of earthworks inside
the stockade. 49
Tuesday, April 21:
Messengers have just arrived from Fort Pitt with news of disaster
there. 50

44.!!U.9.e

45Ibid •

46.!!U.9..

47Ibid •

48 Ibid •

49 Ibid •

5%aul tain, T. A., A History of Riel's Second Rebellion, and
How it was 2uelled (Toronto: Grip Printing and Publishing Company,
1885), p. I 7•
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Wednesday, April 22:
Inspector Francis Dickens' detachment from Fort Pitt arrived
today.

They travelled the ninety-eight miles down river on a scow

they built.

The trip took seven miserable, cold days.

Apparently the

Mounted Police post at Pitt first received definite word of the mas
sacre at Frog Lake on April 3, the day after the tragedy.

They, and

the civilians there, immediately set to work to strengthen their own
defences.

Windows and doors were barricaded with sacks of flour.

Out

lying buildings which might have given shelter to attacking Indians
were torn down.
stables.

All available civilians were sworn in as special con

Even girls and women took turns at sentry duty.

Fort Pitt was vulnerable.

However,

Water was four hundred yards away; ammunition

was in short supply -- only forty rounds for each Mounted Policeman and
eighteen rounds for each civilian; and the seventy inhabitants were
hopelessly outnumbered.

Looking ahead to possible tragedy they had

begun to build a large scow on April 11; and this is the craft on which
the detachment came down river.

On April 13, Big Bear and Little Poplar

met at Pitt; and Hudson Bay factor W. J. McLean went out to parley with
them.

He describes their talks:
Their chief spokesman ••• commenced by telling me that
they were all very much dissatisfied with their condi
tions since the Government had taken them in hand, and,
that owing to the changes that were going on in the
country, they regarded their own future and that of their
children with great alarm. He referred to the extermina
tion of the buffalo that they relied so much upon for their
support and that the influx of white men would lead to
the extermination of many other animals and fish which
helped them to live. He said that the Government had made
many promises to them, which were not productive of any
good, and that instead of their conditions improving they
were becoming worse every year since the Government people
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came into the country, and very much excited, he
said that they had now arrived at a determination
to drive the Government and the white people out
of the country, and for which they would get plenty
of help as there were twenty ox trains loaded with
rifles and ammunition with ten thousand Americans
to join them, and they also had all the half-breeds
to fight with them. Continuing he said that they did
not want to drive the Hudson's Bay Company people away,
as they and their forefathers before them had been
receiving many useful supplies and help from the
Company and their people, and they did not want them
to leave the country under any circumstances.51
During the parley, three police scouts appeared and the Indians gave
chase.

One was killed and one wounded.

The third managed to escape.

At this point the Indians took McLean prisoner.

He was then ordered

to write to the civilians in the fort urging them to surrender to the
Indians, and to Dickens stating that unless the police withdrew, they
would be attacked.

The civilians decided to accept the Indian's offer;

and Dicken's men evacuated the Fort.

What guns and ammunition the police

could carry were loaded on the scow, and they set forth for Battleford
52 Corporal R• B
• says It
. was area
d dful trIp
. • .Th e
.
by river.
• SleIgh
river ice had broken on April 10.

In his diary he notes:

April 16 -- Up at 4:30 after a wretched night; snowing
fast and very windy. Moving slow. Several men frost
bitten. Clothing frozen on our backs. 17-Started 7 a.m.
Ice running very strong. Some narrow escapes in ice
jams ••• April 22 -- Started 5:45 a.m., reached Battle
ford 9 a.m. Garrison turned out and presented arms.
POlice band played us into fort. Enthusiastic greeting.
Ladies gave us a grand dinner.53
51

Stanley, Ope cit., p. 342.

52~., PP. 341-343.
53S1eigh, Ope cit., p. 98.
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Thursday, April 23:
A military funeral for F. A. Smart.

He was buried in the

cemetery on the river bank a few hundred yards from the barracks.
Every man in camp accompanied the cortege.

54

Just as we were returning from the grave, a horseman was seen
coming down the hill leading to the crossing on the Battle River.

It

was Charlie Ross, who used to be a Mounted Policeman; and he was an
advance scout from Supt. W. M. Herchmer's troop.
miles
other ~

away~

It is only a few

When he told us the women all cried and embraced each

At I as t the sus pense is over:

Morris warned us that the Indians

might attack us tonight, as it will be their last chance to assault our
weak position.

Everyone is upset, and few are asleep.

than just waiting, especially when its dark.

Nothing is worse

This evening our bugler

Paddy Burke climbed up to the top of the stockade to play Last Post.
The reply from Otter's police camp three miles from the fort was reas
"
55
surIng.

At sundown, the Hudson's Bay building on the flats was set
56
afire and exploded; Judge ROUleau's house is still burning.
Friday, April 24:
Otter's men have moved up and are camped on the other side of
the Battle near the old Government House.
over to this side.

He and his staff have crossed

His force consists of 250 men in the Queen's Own

54Clinkskill, Ope cit., part II, p. 38.
55Ibl" d., pp. 38 - 39 •

56.!.!tiS.., p. 39.
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Rifles from Toronto, 46 Mounted Police, 48 men in C Company of the
Toronto School of Infantry, 50 sharp shooters of the Ottawa Foot
Guards, and a Battery of Artillery.57
Living conditions within the post are very crowded.

There

are now forty-three N.W.M.P. under Inspector Dickens, forty-five men
in the Battleford Rifle Company under Captain Nash, 134 members of
the Home Guard under Captains Wyld and Scott, and 365 other men, women
. t he barrac k s square. 58 Seven t
tpeop
l e are
an d ch I·1 dren 1··
y- wo
IVlng In
quartered in the Commanding Officer's two-storey frame cottage. 59
60
Brigade orders were issued today against looting.
Sunday, April 26:
Colonel Otter feels that Poundmaker must be prevented from
joining Big Bear. He wired Lieutenant Governor Edgar Dewdney today:
I would propose taking part of my force at once to
punish Poundmaker, leaving one hundred men to gar
rison Battleford. Great depredations committed.
Do you approve?61
Dewdney replied in part:
ftThink you cannot act too energetically ...62
Otter sent scouts out to reconnoitre.

57Sa§katcheWgn Herald, April 23, 1885.
580tter to Middleton, May 26, 1885, in Canada, Department
of Militia and Defence, Report Upon the Suppression of the Rebellion
in the North-West Territories, and Matters in Connection Therewith,
in 1885 (Ottawa: 1886), Appendix E, p. 45.
59
60Todd, ope Cl·t., p. 11.
p 25
Cassels op CI· t

,.

61

.,. .

Stanley, Ope cit., p. 366.

-

62!!ti..9..
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Monday, April 27:
All available men are at work on the Government House forti
fications.

An earthen embankment is being thrown up on the north and
63
east, and a rampart of cord wood on the west and south.
Tuesday, April 28:
Defenses are complete at Government House.

It has been re

christened "Fort Otter lt , and the name hammered into its plank port
cullis with brass nails. 64
Supplies, including boots and trousers for the troops, have
arrived from Swift Current. They were badly needed.
of boots for each soldier -- but trousers are scarce.

There is a pai.r
One private cut

off the right sleeve of his coat to mend his pants. He laughs about it,
and quips that "he had been obliged to withdraw a portion of the right
sub-division of his great-coat to reinforce the rear-guard of his pants".65
Wednesday, April 29:
Otter today ordered the townspeople to return home and is annoyed
that they are unwilling to do so.66 Small wonder that they do not seem
keen. Many have nothing left to return to.

Their homes are destroyed;

they have no food supply, and no funds to buy any even if such could
be had. Most of the freighters'wagons have been destroyed, leaving them
• h no source
WIt

0f

.
67
Income.

63
Cassels, oPe cit., p. 27.
64I!?i!!.

65I!?i!!.

66

Otter to Middleton, May 26, 1885, Report Upon the Suppression
of the Rebellion in the North~e§t TerIitorie§.
67Clinkskill,

Ope

cit., part II, pp. 43-44.
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Otter's scouts have returned.

They report some two hundred

Cree and Assiniboine camped near Poundmaker's reserve about thirtyeight miles from Battleford.
Thursda~,

April 30;

Another cold night and dreary day.
still crowded into barracks square,

Some six hundred people are

things are getting better.
68
Some of the settlers are tenting outside the palisade.
Frida~l

alt~ough

May 1;
Otter issued marching orders for Poundmaker's camp at Cutknife.

His force pUlled out at three o'clock -- 325 men, forty-eight wagons,
two seven-pound guns, and a Gatling machine gun. Those of us who remain
cheered them as they left. 69
Part of the Home Guard is stationed in north town to reassure
the settlers who have been able to return to their homes there.

It has

taken over a large log warehouse belonging to Alexander MacDonald.
is loop-holed, ready to resist attack.

It

The other half of the Home Guard

is on barracks duty.70
Monday. May 4:
Troops have returned after the fight with Poundmaker last Saturday.
The force reached his reserve at dawn, and surprised his tribesmen.

68Cassels, oPe cit., p. 28.
69Todd , Ope cit., p. 13.
70Clinkskill, oPe cit., part II, P. 44.

An

III

old man was the first to see the troops and, according to Robert
Jefferson, who was a prisoner in the camp,
He saw the scouts ahead lining out the trail from the
last camp. He saw mounted men following and he saw
wagons, wagons, wagons, filled with soldiers, winding
towards him from out of the distance behind. From
where he stood he was visible to the whole camp, so
that his alarms and demonstrations quickly aroused the
sleepers and, when the firs t soldiers came to the sum
mit of the rise, they saw Indians -- like ants disturbed
in their hill -- streaming in all directions away from
the tents. The guns were quickly placed on the high
ground and the whistle of the shells and the rattle of
the Gatling apparently cleared the front of everything
moving before any opposition was encountered. The empty
tents bore the brunt of the fusilade. It was not long,
however, before a few Indians who had hastily armed them
selves jumped on their ponies and rushed to meet the
danger.... I lost no time in getting to Poundmaker's tent.
He was just performing his toilet, and appeared in no way
perturbed by the unexpected attack.... He donned the
fur cap that he always wore and proceeded to invest himself
in what looked like a patchwork quilt •••• his war-cloak •
••• Then he got up and stalked out of the tent.71
In the fight at Cutknife, the troops lost their initial advantage of
surprise, and gained a new respect for the fighting pro\o'eS's
enemy.

of their

Cassels says that the Indians
fought in a way that surprised the Police who have been
accustomed to look upon them as arrant cowards. They are
the beau ideal of skirmishers, expose themsel ves but
little and move with marvellous quickness. Frequently
they would show a blanket or some artiCle of attire to
draw our fire and then pot at the unfortunate individual
who had exposed himself.72

Otter retreated to Batt1eford with seven dead and fifteen wounded.
Private W. Osgood of the Foot Guards is still missing; funerals today
for CorporalsW. H.T. Lowry and R. B. Sleigh, and Trumpeter Patrick

71
72

Jefferson,

OPe

cit., PP. 141-144.

Cassels, ope cit., PP. 141-144.
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(Paddy) Burke of the North West Mounted Police; Private Arthur Dobbs
of the Battleford Rifles; Bridage Bugler Foulkes of the Infantry School;
111·
Private John Rogers of the Foot Guards; and Teamsternlnder

0

f Reglna.
.
73

With all solemnity as the seven gun carriages passed
between three fourth t s of the different uni ts, who
were in double ranks, facing inwards; Privates on left
of the line, running in grades to Officers on the right;
and as the last carriage passed each grade, two from both
sides fell in, and thus marched in fours to the grave
yard, close to the Roman Catholic Church.74
Wednesday, May 6:
Except for one Company of Queen's Own Rifles which is left to
occupy Government House, the entire military force is setting up camp
75
on the long slope of grass between the Fort and Battle River.
Otter
has ordered pickets posted at night to protect the people in new town,
but they are not altogether reassured.

As Clinkskill points out

the Rifles are camped between them and the barracks.
In case of an attack from the west the women and
children would naturally flee to the barracks for pro
tection, the Rifles would be unable to distinguish
between friend and foe in the darkness, the fugitives
would run the risk of being injured in the consequent
excitement and confusion.76
Thursday, May 7:
Routine garrison duties for the troops.
Cricket, quoits and lacrosse for recreation. 77

Settlers returning home.

73
Saskatchewan Herald, May 4, 1885.
74rOdd, ope cit., p. 13.
750tter to Middleton, May 26, 1885, Report Upon the Suppression
of the Rebellion in the North-We§t Territories.
76Clinkskill, Ope cit., p. 44.
77The Riel Rebellion, 1885 (Witness Printing House), p. 31.
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Tuesday, May 12:
Samuel Denison, a young half-breed accused of "giving false
information with intent to lead Her Majesty's forces into a trap" was
brought before Inspector Dickens, the senior officer at the Fort today.
Other prisoners, who were being held, were released.
with selling arms to the Indians were not.

Only those charged

78

Friday! May 15:
Mail carrier Killough arrived today. He reports having seen
the teamsters of the wagon train which was captured by the Indians dur
ing the uprising.

They are being held on Mosquito's reserve about eight
miles from Battleford. 79
Wednesday, May 20:
Great excitement:
More excitement:

Riel has surrendered:
"A little 'outfit' of four wagons, over which

flew a white flag, appeared on the crest of the hills".

In the party

were the twenty teamsters who had been taken prisoner by Riel sympathizers.
Captain Lafontaine, the scout who was captured after the Cutnife fight,
was also with them.

Charles and James Bremner, Alex Sayer, and Louis

Caplette, all of Bresaylor, accompanied their cure, Father Cochin, who
brought a letter from Poundmaker to Otter. Apparently the news of Riel's
capture subdued Poundmaker and his men.

They are said to have laid down

their arms, washed off their war paint, and hoisted a Union Jack in camp.80

78 Ibid ., p. 32.
80Ibid ., p. 32.

79Ibid ., p. 31.
See also Sa§katchewaD Herald, May 25, 1885.
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Sunday, May 24:
The fl at-bot tomed

f~orthwes

t tf docked th is even ing at Battleford.

General Middleton Caine ashore -- his troops are to pass the night on
board. 81
Monday, May 25:
Brigade review to celebrate the Queen's Birthday.

tfA march

past the General, field movements, and three cheers for our beloved
Queen. tt82
Tuesday, May 26:
Civilians and military alike turned out this morning to see
Poundmaker*s band come in to surrender to Middleton.
self was on horseback.

Poundmaker him

He greeted the Police and military officers

without dismounting, then crossed Battle River to the high ridge.
Clinkskill says that
Poundmaker was dressed in full war costume. His cap
was of bearskin, with long feathers standing out behind;
a buckskin jacket with brass nails decorating it, almost
covered with colored beads; the usual leather leggings
with masses of beads on them, light colored moccasins;
and a colored blanket loosely on his shoulders. The other
Indians wore their war 'uniform * and all were very pro
fusely painted in bright colors.83
One of the officers, Lieutenant Colonel Hamylin Todd, was also impressed
by Poundmaker's appearance and bearing.

8lTodd ,

-_
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..........
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p 15

82 Ibi9 •
83Clinkskill,

Ope cit., part II, PP. 52-53.
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Chief Poundmaker is tall of stature, of noble,
kindly bearing, born to rule, one could see; but in
every way a great contrast to most of his followers.
He had some resemblance, facially, especially the nose,
as well figure, to our great Sir John.
The ceremony of surrender took the form of a 'Pow
Wow', held in the open; the Indians in all their paint
and finery, wearing headgear of fantastic design, enough
to make their sisters of the pale face envious; one
with a stuffed duck sitting on a nest. They squatted
on the grass, in crescent formation, with Poundmaker at
their head, in front of the General, who sat on a chair;
the senior officers standing behind him.
Poundmaker, filling his pipe, suddenly rose, advanced
towards the General, with gracious smile, extended the
right hand of fellowship, but his action was spurned:
The dignified look of astonishment on the Chief's face
was a study. Returning to his former position on the
grass, a row of squaws immediately behind him, broke
out into angry, and loud chatter, quite unseemly to the
dignity of the occasion, doubtless in protest of the treat
ment of their lord. Upon this, Poundmaker turned his head
towards them, uttered a monosyllable, and instantly there
was dead silence ••••
Poundmaker and his followers spoke in the Cree lang
uage, and a halfbreed named Houri stood by the General
as interpreter.... Wi th his fat hand extended, fingers
apart, prefacing his interpretation every time with, -
'He says, says he'. Two chiefs, 'Lean Man' and his
grandson, confessed to having murdered Payne and Freemont.
The affair lasted about three hours; the General order
ing Poundmaker, the murderers, and two other Indians under
arrest, the band told to go back to their reserve.84
Robert Jefferson, who had delivered Middleton's terms of surrender
to the Indian chief, came into town with the Indians and describes
the affair from that vantage point.
The last camp was made at the foot of the Eagle Hills,
eight or ten miles out. It was a sad camp; gloom of
the deepest clouded every face; all conversation was
direful speculation as to the form the General's vengeance

84rodd, ope cit., p. 16.
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would take; they were to be disarmed SO as to be
completely at the sOldier's mercy. The guns and
rifles were loaded into two wagons for transporta
tion into town.... Along with these two wagons,
some riding on horseback, some walking and driving, came
the whole body of men to make their surrender. A halt
was called in the sand hills just south of the town,
partly to enable the laggards to catch up, and partly
that all might be cautioned against talking too much.
The flat between the Battle River and the barracks
was covered with the tents of the soldiers -- a most
imposing array, and into the midst of these, the Indians
were to wend their way. Quite a large concourse of
people were on hand to take in the spectacle, but there
was nothing in the appearance of the Indians -- except
their unusual numbers -- to indicate that they' were con
quered suppliants for peace. Their bearing-did not lack
dignity; they appeared quite unconcerned -- some even
had a truculent look. Nothing, in short, was provided
on the part of the Indians to gi ve the event the char
acter of a show. Poundmaker and the principal men led
the way, and were directed to General Middleton's tent.
The front of the tent was thrown as ide and the general
came into view and seated himself in the opening, while
the Indians squatted on the grass in a semicircle before
him.
Poundmaker rose and came forward to accost the General,
holding out his hand but Middleton waved aside the pro
ferred salute saying that he did not shake hands with rebels.
The Indian gathered his blanket around him and resumed his
seat, while Middleton proceeded to reprimand him for tak
ing up arms and murdering innocent settlers. The chief
replied that he had murdered nobody; that he had defended
himself when attacked, which he thought he was entitled
to do; but they now came to give themselves up; the General
had them in his hands and could work his will on them.
All that the Indians asked was that the women and children
might go unharmed. When the chief got through, the two
Stoney murderers came forward one by one and confessed
their guilt, making some sort of excuses for themselves.
The General ordered these into custody, along with Pound
maker and a few others and told the rest to go back to
their Reserves.85

85

Jefferson,

Ope cit., pp. 151-152.
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Also today, General Middleton·s 't.ittle Devils", tne 90th
86
Regiment, arrived on the steamer, the Baroness.
Wednesday, May 27:
Troops continue to pour in.

Today the 10th Royal Grenadiers

Company and a train of transport wagons were sighted on the north
bank of the Saskatchewan. They had travelled from Carlton in two days.87
Thursday, May 28:
This morning t1Alberta" A Battery and supply train, and the
Canadian Artillery Regiment both arrived.

In all, there are 1,195

infantry, 250 artillery and 270 cavalry with horses and equipment now
concentrated at Battleford.

In addition, 350 men of the 7th Fusiliers

and the Midlanders have been ordered forward from Swift Current, and
88
Colonel Scotts· battalion is on the way from Qu t Appelle.
The Battleford Rifles were disbanded today.
General Middleton met Chief Moosomin, who managed to keep his
tribe at peace during hostilities, west of Battleford today.

The General

shook hands with him, ttsomething he had refused to do with any other
Indian, and had a long conversation with the old marr~89

86The Riel Rebellion, 1885 (Witness Printing House), p. 33.
87Ibid •
88l!ll.9..
89l!ll.9..

~aturday,

May 30:

Word today that General Strange's column has encountered Big
°
h 1m. 90
Bear. Troops are to I eave tomorrow to assIst
O

Sunday, May 31:
General Middleton and his men left by steamer -- on the Marguis,
Northwes! and the Alberta -- for Fort Pitt. He took two hundred and
seventy-five Midlanders, ninety men of the 90th Regiment, two hundred
and fifty Royal Grenadiers, and sixty men from A and B Batteries.

At

the 'same time Colonel Herchmer of the N.W.M.P. set out by trail along
the south bank of the Saskatchewan, planning to join Middleton's column at
a point on the river opposite Big Bear's position.

His group included

ninety men in Boulton's Horse, sixty in Dennis' Surveyors, sixty of
French's Scouts, and fifty Mounted Police.

Today they travelled forty
91
two miles and are camped tonight without tents in pouring rain.

Big Bear's resistance was the major obstacle to the re-establish
ment of government authority in the North West Territories.

On May 28

Strange's column overtook the rebel band at Frenchman's Creek where
the Indians determined to make a stand.
withdrew, and the Cree retreated.
Lake.

After the first attack Strange

A second skirmish followed at Loon

At this point Middleton set out to join the pursuing column

but by June 24 neither force had managed to locate Big Bear. Meantime,
dissension had broken out between the Woods and Plains Cree within Big

90Todd, ope

Cl°t .,

P. 17 •

9lThe Riel Rebellion, 1885 (Witness Printing House), p. 33.
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Bear t S campi and the former, wi th the twenty-seven prisoners, soon
pUlled out.

They entrusted Hudson's Bay Company factor W. J. McLean

to sue for peace on their behalf. He reached Fort Pitt on June 24.
Eight days later, on July 2, Big Bear himself surrendered.

Proudly

and independently, evading all the scouting parties sent out to inter
cept him, he turned himself in at Fort Carlton, to one of the Police
who had not been sent out to track him down.
During the summer life at Battleford gradually returned to a
more normal tenor.

Those whose homes still stood returned to tidy them

up and resume their everyday chores.

But it was too late for farmers

to seed the land and most of the local freighters had lost their means
of livelihood when their teams and wagons had been appropriated during
the siege.

Food, clothing, shelter -- in short, the bare necessities

of life -- were in exceeding short supply.

Times were very di!fficult

and bitterness walked abroad in the land after that changeable spring
of 1885.

aiAPTER VI

INTERLUDE BETWEEN CRISES:

1885-1905

The years between the Rebellion and the coming of the railway
were characterized by a kind of measured, steady development in the
Battleford area. There was no spectacular rush of settlers into the
area, as there was into the QutAppelle, Indian Head and Regina districts
along the new railroad.

Rather, a small stream of immigrants joined

those already tied to the country to rebuild what had been destroyed,
and to build solid new schools and churches in the community. Early
residents and newcomers alike hoped that Battleford would yet have its
railroad and its proper place in the sun. Local advocates of repre
sentative government saw the realization of their objective in both
territorial and federal spheres during the late 1880's. And although
they were not to achieve responsible government until 1897 and pro
vincial status until 1905, their demands for it were strident during
the preceding years.

The emergence of local municipal organization in

the Battleford area was comparatively unassuming, though not unimportant
at this time.

The Indians, for their part, in the humiliation of defeat

and the loss of their traditional ways retired from the aggressive new
civilization to a reserve-restricted life. The twenty years following
the Rebellion saw unhurried, unspectacular but steady development in
Battleford district.
120
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Costs of the Rebellion were high.

The Canadian government

paid out something over $5,000,000. 1 And the price locally, if less
staggering in terms of dollars, was likewise high.
had lost

the~r

Many freighters

teams and wagons and were temporarily deprived of

employment. Food and clothing were in short supply and very expensive.
The entire

stoc~

of goods in some stores was destroyed, so that replace

ments for household effects were not available .L~torekeepers Cl inkskill
and Mahaffy,

for instance, lost not only their principal building on
'"
the south side of the Battle River, its whole stock, their homes and
personal belongings, and a large shipment of goods in transit from

Swift Current, but

also~a

consignment of furs procured for the business

by their agent, a Mr. Dill at Frog Lake. 2 J. G. Oliver's sawmill up
river from Battleford was plundered, and lumber which ordinarily would
have been on hand for rebuilding was not available.
vicinity were particularly hard hit.
were no crops that fall.

Farmers in the

It was too late to seed and there

Many of them had come wes t wi th very I imi ted

capi tal; and after five or six years of eXhausting work and lonel iness,
had built log homes, broken acreage, and built up herds of cattle.
When they returned to their farms from Battleford, many found their
buildings in ashes, and their livestock gone.

Their need was great.

By the end of the year, however, the worst had passed.

The

following letter, written by Clinkskill to Lieutenant-Governor Edgar
Dewdney about Battleford conditions in December of 1885, indicates this.

IStanley,

OPe

cit., p. 378.

2Clinkskill, Ope cit., part II, PP. 1-4.
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Following up our conversation of today I have to
state that while there are a few cases of positive
destitution at Battleford, it is not my intention
to convey the idea that the people are in want of
food. The hardship falls heaviest on those who for
merly were in independent circumstances and now are
compelled to work day by day for their maintenance
and that of their families. These too are of a class
who do not wish to appear as paupers or accept char
ity as they think they have a just claim on the Govern
ment for compensation of their losses during the Rebel
lion. The officials at Battleford are alive to the
necessities of these people. Major Cr02ier shortly
before I left, made arrangements to give them freight
ing to Prince Albert which will help them consider
ably. This applies only to those who have recovered
their wagons and horses, those of them who have not
done so are not in a position to take advantage of
this work. Still although this money is being expended
amongst them, it is not more than sufficient to keep
them in food and those with large families at this time
of the year require to provide cl thing for the season,
particularly when it is borne in ind that everything
of that kind was lost when their ouses were plundered
and burnt up.
I would suggest strongly that
rations ought to be given to the
would be no difficulty in discrim
deserving and those who are not i
time as the Minister of the Inter
to pay them their due.

if it were possible
eserving cases (there
nating between the
necessity) till such
or is in a position

I may state that General Midd
ford told them, whether he was au
not I cannot say, that rations wo
till such time as their claims we
to them.3

eton when in Battle
hori2ed to do so or
ld be issued to them
e considered and paid

Very real distress was compounded by bitterness. The strong
views which predominated in Battleford ab ut settlers' losses and rebel
surrender terms is evident in the resolut ons which were passed at a
settlers' protest meeting held in town on Saturday evening, June 6,

3Clinkskill to Dewdney, December ,1885. See Department of
the Interior, Lands Branch File No. 69348 (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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1885. G. D. Gopsill moved and T. F. Macfarlane seconded a motion
protesting the "manner of so-called surrender of half-breeds and Indians"
on the grounds that no steps were taken to ascertain the number of
those who surrendered, and the firearms in their possession.

T. F.

Macfarlane moved and Joseph H. Price seconded another resolution to
the effect that Indians be confined to their reserves unless given
written permission to leave, that they be prohibited from owning horses,
and that arms and ammunition not be sold to them.

And A. J. Chisholm

moved, seconded by Philip Macdonald, that a government commission be
appointed to enquire into the losses sustained by settlers and award

. 4
compensatIon.
The government did act in the spirit of these resolutions.
Strict regulations were enforced as to the sale of ammunition to the
Indians, and an effort was made to restrict their movement to and from
5
Rebel
the reserves. However, official policy was not vindictive.
Indians were deprived of their annuities until 'the destruction wrought
by the Rebellion had been made good.

Up to June 30, 1886 this amount

totalled $21,520; of it $8,825 would ordinarily have been paid to
Battleford agency Indians, $6,785 to Fort Pitt, and $3,625 to Prince
Albert tribesmen.

This penalty amounted to only one-fifth of the total

which would in the ordinary course of events have been paid to Indians
in the NorthWest Superintendency.
usual. 6

The remaining $81 ,034 was paid as

4

Sa§katchewan Herald, June 5, 1885.

5Stanley, Ope cit., p. 378.

6'~eport of the Auditor-General, 1886", in Canada, Se§§ ional

Papers (1887), no. 3, p. 416.
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The mechanics of compensation were promptly implemented. That
same summer the government appointed a Rebellion Losses Commission eom
prising Thomas McKay of Prince Albert, H. Muma of Drumbo, J. A. Ouimet
of Montreal and L. W. Herchmer of the North West Mounted Police.

Of

the $190,275 worth of claims dealt with prior to June 30, 1886 the
commissioners allowed $131,797.35 and paid $67,790 by that date. All
except some $30,000 of the total allowed was allocated to residents of
the Battleford district. They received $102,791.35, while $20,011 went
to Duck Lake and Carlton people, $5,720 to settlers at Fort Pitt and
Frog Lake, and $3,275 to people in Prince Albert. 7
The Auditor General's report of itemi2ed appropriations for
rebellion losses not only provides a checklist of people living in the
Battleford district at the time of the Rebellion, and their occupations,
but also indicates the relative value placed upon household effects,
stock and tools, and gives some idea of the standard of living and the
financial investments tied up in business enterprises. For instance,
out of the 168 claimants on this first published list, there were
eighty-seven farmers, thirteen labourers, eleven clergymen and mission
aries, nine merchants and clerks, six Mounted Police, five Indian farm
instructors, five carpenters and contractors, three Indian Agents, and
two millers. There were, as well, some professionally-trained men in
government positions, a journalist, an advocate, and a teacher, tradesmen
such as

a

blacksmith and sawyer, and several freighters.

Of the 168

claims settled in that period, only three amounted to more than $5,000.

7Ibi9 ., PP. 504-529.
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In two eases this sum included compensation for heavy livestock losses.
The Macfarlane brothers, for example, were awarded a total of $5,977.
Of this, $2,755 covered the loss of thirty-seven head of cattle, and
$1,425 lost and injured horses. The Dewan-Fremont partnership also
lost heavily on stock. Altogether they were paid $5,026, of which
$3,190 covered fifty-four head of cattle. Magistrate Charles B.
Rouleau, whose home in south Battleford had been burned, also received
more than $5,000. However, his account was unusual in that the largest
single item on his list was $1,600 ,for his library of four-hundred
books. Most of the remainder covered his household furnishings and
clothing. The first two payments were typical in that the majority
of large accounts went to fanners who had lost livestock, seed and
implements. Alexander Taylor received $4,828, $1,090 of it for twenty
two head of cattle. Other single items included $900 for his house,
$400 for 150 bushels of wheat, $250 for a threshinQ machine, $250 for
clothing and $155 for two wagons. Fanners H. Cinnamon and his sons,
David Taylor, the Nash brothers, and Hudson's Bay factor William Mclean
were awarded over $3,000. Again, except in the ease of McLean at
Fort Pitt, the largest share covered cattle and improvements. Twelve
claimants, all of whom were fanners, were awarded between $2,000 and
$3,000. Nineteen received between $1,000 and $2,000. This group
included two clergymen, a Hudson's Bay Company factor, an Indian Agent,
a contractor and the local Registrar, as well as farmers. The remainder,
8
and by far the largest number, were payments totalling less than $1,000.
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Another immediate problem was to find temporary employment
for wage-earners in families which had lost all their material posses
sions. Here, too, the government made an important contribution.

The

Mounted Police gave out as many freighting contracts as possible to
local farmers and teamsters that first summer. The government bought
many supplies from local merchants and hired local labor to repair
Judge Rouleau's residence at a cost of $2,933.24. 9 During the 1885
1886 season $42,395 worth of food stuffs were bought for the Battleford
Pol ice detachment, $13,979.03 worth o'f., 'forage , $8,341.25 of cord wood,
and $6, 396.84 of repairs. IO Some of the contracts were let locally.
When the substantial payroll covering civil servants and police in
the district is considered, the impetus given to recovery is evident.
This government policy was not new and its effectiveness was not being
demonstrated for the first time.

During the recession of 1884, before

the Rebellion, the circulation of government money in Battleford had
tended to keep low-income groups happy, with the result that other
grievances did not acquire the same explosive urgency as they had at
Prince Albert and St. Laurent, where economic conditions were more
stringent.
In 1886 a further stimulus was given local business interests
by an extensive building progrMl at the barracks under the direction
of the Public Works Department.

Following Superintendent John Cotton's

9UReport of the Audi tor-General, 1884-85", in Canada,
(1886), no. 3, p. 274.

~essionalPapers

10ftReport of the Auditor-General, 1886", Ope cit., (1887)
pp. 453-474.

127
report that additional barrack and stable accommodation was urgently
needed, and that much "of the old fort is fast becoming positively
uninhabitable",ll five substantial buildings were erected at the post
in 1886. These included a hospital, two large barrack rooms, a mess
room with adjacent kitchen, and a new stable.

At the same time the

old log buildings wereremudded and whitewashed, a root house was
built, a new well drilled and pump installed. 12 As of December, 1886
there were sixty-six men stationed in Battleford, six at Onion Lake,
three at Bresaylor, and two at an outpost on the Swift Current trail. 13
Another of the urgent and pressing tasks facing the authorities
was the bringing of rebel leaders and offenders to trial.

Assistant-

Commissioner L. N. F. Crozier reported that an impressive total of 130
prisoners had been confined in the cells at the Battleford post dur
ing the year ending November 30, 1885.

Charges included a wide spec

trum of offenses -- murder, high treason, selling ammunition to the
Indians, petty larceny, horse stealing, assault and arson.

Although

celebrities like Chiefs Poundmaker, Yellow Mud Blanket, Lean Man and
Breaking-Through-The-Ice were transferred from Battleford to Regina for
trial, and although a large number of those suspected of treason, larceny
and assault were dismissed without being brought to trial, still the
local court roster was heavy that summer and fall. 14 Eleven men were

II"Annual Report of Superintendent Cotton", Appendix B to "Report
of the Commissioner of the North-West Mounted Police Force, 1886",
in Canada, Sessional Papers (1887), no. 7, p.24.
12 Ib1· d ., Pp. 23- 24 •

l3--1-.,
Ib ' d p. 25 •

14"Return of Casual Cases Tried and Prisoners Confined at Battle
ford, N.W.T., during the year ended 30th November, 1885", Appendix 0 to
"Report of the Commiss ioner of the North-Wes t Mounted Pol ice Force, 1885",
in Canada, Sessional Papers (1886), no. 8, pp. 111-117.
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convicted of murder.

Of these, the sentences of three were commuted

to life imprisonment.

However, eight were hanged on the barracks

square on November 27, 1885. They were Manitoose, or Manichoose,
and Kit-ah-wah-ke-ni, or Miserable Man, for the killing of Charles
Gouin at Frog Lake;

Pah-pab~uch-chak-quio,

or Wandering Spirit, for

the murder of Thomas Quinn at Frog Lake; A-pis-chas-koos, or Little
Bear, and Nah-pase, Pewah-bisk-wee, or Iron Body, for the murder of
a Mr. Dill at Frog Lake; Pah-pah-me-ki-sick, or Walking the Sky, for
the murder of Pere Francois Xavier Faford at the same massacre; Ikta,
or The Crooked Leg, for the murder of James Payne at Eagle Hills;
and Waywahnitck, or Man Without Blood, for the murder of Bernard Fremont
on his farm. 15 William Bleasdell Cameron, a survivor of Frog Lake,
who had testified in Big Bear's defense at Regina and who also served
on the coroner's jury at the Battleford execution, describes the scene
in the barracks-square that November morning.

When he arrived at half-

past seven, the condemned Indians were singing their death chant in
the cells.
A group of Cree and Assiniboine Indians sat with their
backs against the blacksmith shop in the open space
before the scaffOld •••• Small knots of civilians
conversed in low tones inside the high stockade ••••
Suddenly the singing ceased and a hush fell upon the
men gathered about the square. A squad of mounted police
marched up, black military cloaks over their shoulders,
their rifles at the support, and formed a cordon about
the foot of the scaffold. Major Crozier, the commandant,
paced restlessly up and down on the left, talking with
Wm. McKay of the Hudson's Bay Company, who acted as inter
preter.

ltWl •

15
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Sheriff [A. P.] Forget appeared, dressed in
black and carrying in his hand the warrants of exe
cution. A Roman Catholic priest and a clergyman of
the Church of England followed. Next came the
prisoners, eight in all, their hands bound behind
their backs. They marched in single file, a pOlice
man before, another following, and one on either side
of the doomed man. They stepped almost jauntily,
dressed in their new suits of brown duck. The weights
had been removed from their ankles. Round their
shaven scalps were the black caps ready to be drawn
over the ir faces••••16
After they had climbed the scaffold each man was given ten minutes
in which to speak.

All except War Chief Wandering Spirit did so.

The

Assiniboine Itka defiantly harangued his fellows and urged them to
make no peace with the whites.

But the Indian onlookers behind ·-that

stiff cordon of funeunl capes and bristling muskets ••• neither stirred
nor uttered a sound ...17 After the hanging, the bodies were placed in
rough wooden boxes and buried in a common grave on the hillside below
the police barracks.

So dark were the recollections of those terrible

March days that for years people put them out of mind, and the 'grave
was all but forgotten.

More recently, however, it has been covered

with a concrete slab encircled by a chain railing.

Only a rough trail

leads down the hillside to the spot, but it is located in a beautiful
sheltered gully overlooking the Saskatchewan River.
After the Indian surrender the pOlicy of settling them on
reserves was resumed with greater urgency.

In the immediate Battleford

district the federal survey of Indian lands was nearing completion prior
to the Rebellion, so only tag ends remained to be tidied up there in

16
Cameron, 0.1'- cit., P. 210.
17Ibid ., p. 211.
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the late 1880's.

As was mentioned earlier, the land of Red Pheasant

and Mosquito had been surveyed in the 1870's.

In 1881 the reserves

of Moosomin, Poundmaker and Thunderchild were also surveyed, and
those of Grizzly-Bear's Head, Lean Man, and Sweet Grass in 1884.
Apart from minor adjustments on some of these, the only survey work of
this kind to be done near Battleford after the Rebellion was on reserves
belonging to Chiefs Little Pine and Lucky Man.

The twenty-five square
miles involved were officially laid out in 1887. 18
These government measures to provide jobs, cover property losses,
and to settle and discipline the Indians contributed largely to the
recovery of the district.

However, the determination of local people

to rebuild their homes, farms, and businesses guaranteed the program's
success.
The looting of the old town on the flats on the south side of
Battle River during the Rebellion had sealed its fate.

Apart from

government residences and offices, it was now entirely moved to the
new site on the high land between the rivers.

Both Clinskill and the

Hudson's Bay Company transferred their stock into new, larger premises
on the new townsite within the year.

Edouard Richard backed construc

tion of a new two-and-a-half storey hotel in the north town. 19 On
October 10, 1886 a new St. George's Church was officially opened. The
Reverend Mr. Pritchard, who had moved to Battleford just a year before,
conducted morning and evening services. The church bell was a gift

180 escrlptlons
.•
an d P lans
19

0f

Certaln
• I ndlan
•
Reserves, pp. 62 - 74 •

Sa§katchewan Herald, June 14, 1886.
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from the mission station at Fort Pitt.

20

Although St. George's

Church has since been moved to another location in Battleford, the
same attractive white frame building is still being used.
month a new Presbyterian Church was also opened.

Within the

Built of substantial

looking, locally manufactured brick at a cost of $2,375, Gardiner
Presbyterian Church was the pride of its thirty-five communicants.
At that time, the Reverend Mr. J. M. Gardiner was the minister.

2l

Inter

estingly, too, the first community library in Battleford was organized
by the Presbyterian Church.

The first books were borrowed in March,

1886. The library then had 150 volumes and was looked after by a
Mr. Montgomery. 22
This small building boom created a demand for construction
materials.

By April 12, 1886 J. G. Oliver's saw and grist mill was

once again in working order, and within a month his foreman, Joseph
Wood, had a crew of six carpenters at work. 23 On May 10, 1886 the
Prince brothers mill got up a full head of steam. 24

It continued in

operation until June 24, 1908, when it was destroyed by fire.

Thomas

Dewan, who had gone east to buy brick-making equipment, returned that
same May with machinery capable of manufacturing 10,000 bricks a day.

20Ib1· d ., 0 cto ber 11, 1886 •
21 Ibid ., November 1, 1886. It is also interesting to note
that Gardiner Church, unlike St. George's, has not been used for
years, and that quite recently the untended building was taken over
by Fred Light of the Lighthouse Service Station in Battleford. He
hopes to restore and renovate it.

22 Ibid ., March 22, 1886.
24 Ibid ., May 10, 1886.

23Ipid., May 17, 1886.
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' b'
He set up h IS
rIC k yar d on a f lat a I'Itt1e north of the brI'dge,25
but within a few weeks moved to better clay land on a rise above
the old telegraph shanties. 26 In July Dewan fired his first kiln
of bricks. They were buff-colored and, according to the

Sa§kat~bewDn

Herald, 'lturned out well ,'.27 His plant operated for four years.
Simultaneously with the physical rebuilding of their town
Battleford residents went about the organization of school districts
as provided for by the School Ordinance of 1884. Until this time
schools were supported by public subscription, supplemented by a
territorial grant for the teacher's

sal~.

however, provided for tax-supported schools.

The new legislation,
And in January, 1886

a petition asking that a Catholic School District be created was cir
culated in the Battleford area.

D. Arcand aDdS. Morin were in charge.

28

The following May a meeting was held in the Presbyterian Church "to
erect the town and its immediate environs into a Protestant Public
School District".

D. L. Clink, Jonathan Rose and William McKay were
elected provisional trustees. 29 Roman Catholic Public School District
#11 and Battleford Protestant Public School District #71 were accordingly

established that spring.

p. G. Laurie was appointed Inspector of Public

Schools in the district, and E. E. Richard Inspector of Catholic
30
SchOOls.
Battleford is possibly one of few communities in Saskatchewan

25 Ibid •
27
Ibid., July 12, 1886.
29 ,
Ib
--!!!.,
May 31, 1886.

26Ipid ., May 31, 1886.
28
Ibig., January 18, 1886.

30'~eport of the Board of Education for the North-West Territories,

from the close of last session of Council, 18th December, 1885, to the
1st October, 1886". See Part IV of "Annual Report of the Department of
the Interior, 1886", in Canada, Sessional Papers (887), No.7, p. 20.
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to have had two public schoOl systems.

Not until January 28, 1931

was Roman CathOlic Public School District #11 changed to St. Vital
Separate School District #3. 31

During the 1890's, however, substan

tial buildings were put up by both School Boards.

In 1893 the Catholic

group built a two-room brick school costing $2,200 and in 1896 the
32
Protestants followed suit with a two-room school costing $2,500.
Representative government was also achieved during the late
1880's.

Parliament passed an act in 1886 giving each district in the

Territories a voice in the federal House.
one representative.

Saskatchewan was allocated

In the first subsequent federal election, D. H.

MacDowall of Prince Albert was the Conservative standard bearer and
David Laird, who had been the first resident Lieutenant-Governor of
the Territories, the Liberal contender.
during February of 1887.
a

'~rand

MacDowall covered the district

He held what co-Conservative Laurie called

Rally" in Battleford early in the month, and took the rail

way issue as the major plank in his program. 33 Laird likewise cam
paigned in all parts of the district and spoke in Battleford on March
34
4.
To say the least, the campaign was lively. James Clinkskill, who
worked for the Conservative candidate, recalls the tactics employed.
The method of running an election was a new experience
to me. You were expected in order to keep up the
enthusiasm to have meetings in every little group of

31 1n f ormatIon
.
.
by L •.Pleasance, Town Cl er k
gIven
°2Manitoba Free Pres§, March 3, 1906.

v

33Saskatchewan Herald, February 12, 1887.
34Ibid ., March 5, 1887.
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settlers. At these meetings it was always looked
for that refreshments would be provided -- at your
expense, of course. Then the women folks had to be
kept in good humour, too; to effect this tpuskies'
were held. The night before election day there were
dances to which all and sundry were invited. At
these gatherings it was necessary to have your
'stalwarts' on hand to see that the girls were not
enticed away to the opposition dances, because if
you let the girls go, the men were sure to follow
and probably would be persuaded to promise their
vote the other way.35
Battleford voters descended upon Frank W. Otton's home and
J. H. Sully's workshop on March 15. The turnout was good -- 247 votes
were cast.

The majority of Battleford people favored MacDowall. He

received 143 votes to Laird's 104. This result paralleled that for
the whole of the Saskatchewan district. MacDowall captured the seat
by a majority of 112. The way the several centres voted within the
district is, however, interesting. All 115 voters in Prince Albert
voted for MacDowall.

The total vote at Batoche, and Duck Lake, by

contrast, was cast for Laird. And that at Bresaylor was split eighteen
for Laird, eleven for MacDowall. 36
A second long-sought political objective was attained shortly
thereafter.

In 1888 legislation was passed providing the North-West

Territories with a Legislative Assembly.

This body consisted of twenty-

two elected members, of whom five represented the Saskatchewan district.
The act came into force on May 22, 1888 and elections were held on the
30th of June.

In the Battleford constituency Conservative James

35clinkskill,

OPe

cit., part III, p. 10.

36
Saskatcbewan Herald, March 19. 1887.

135
Clinkskill defeated his opponent, D. L. Clink, by a majority of twenty
four votes. There were five polls in the district, one at each of
Baljenny, Bresaylor, and Fort Pitt, and two in Battleford. Altogether
336 votes were cast, and of these, 262 came in at the two Battleford
POIIs.37 Clinkskill retained the seat until 1898, when he retired
from Battleford politics after moving to Saskatoon.
During his ten-year term of office, however, Clinkskill took
a strong stand for territorial autonomy.

As the Legislative Assembly

was then constituted, it was a representative but not a responsible
body.

It did not control money matters. The Battleford representa

tive was prominent in his advocacy of change in this respect, and was
for instance, a participant in what Lewis Thomas calls ftthe most notable
debate in the history of the North-West up to that time tt • 38 This par
ticular piece of parliamentary oratory had to do with constitutional
and financial matters and was sparked by a memorial being prepared for
submission to the new Laurier regime in Ottawa.
The upset in federal pOlitics in 1896 held special interest for
Battleford people in that Sir Wilfrid Laurier ran in the Saskatchewan
riding. He was opposed by Conservatives James McKay and Craig, both
of Prince Albert. The Conservative vote split but even at that Laurier
triumphed by only forty-three votes.
tive country.

It seems to have been Conserva

Again, however, the pattern of voting at the different

polls is interesting.

Prince Albert and Battleford polls split between

37Ibid ., July 7, 1888.
38rhomas, op. cit., p. 253.
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Laurier and McKay, giving Laurier the slight edge. However, at Duck
Lake, Batoche and Rosthern the battle was fought between Craig and
•
39
L aurier.
Not too long after the election Laurier resigned his Saskatche
wan seat. The by-election there on December 19, 1896 proved most
unusual.

No Conservative could be found to accept the nomination but

two Liberals ran.
cial candidate.

T. O. Davis of Prince Albert was the party's offi
His opponent J. R. McPhail, also from Prince Albert,

entered as an independent Liberal.

During the campaign Clinkskill

pledged his support to McPhail, and Laurie commended him in the columns
• paper. 40 I n VIew
.
of h IS

0f

· comes as somewhat
t h"IS, It

0f

.
a surprIse

to discover that the forty people who voted at Battleford all voted
for Davis. 41
The years near the turn of the century were marked by a series
of spectacul ar happenings.
end of 1897.

Yukon fever struck Ba ttleford towards the

The following May, p. C. Pambrun, who had spent eleven

years with the Hudsonts Bay Company in the country between the Mackenzie
River and the Yukon, was asked to testify before the Senate Yukon
Committee as to routes to Laird and other gold fields.

He advocated

the opening of a road from Saskatoon via Battleford and Cold Lake to
Fort McMurray. 42

39
S§§katchewan Herald, July 10, 1896.
40Ibl" d., Decemer
b
I 8 , 1 896 •
41 IbI"d., Decem be r
25, 1896 •

42!!1.i!!. , May 6, 1898.
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The Boer War shortly thereafter called to adventurous spirits
and roused martial sentiments in the community. Toward the end of
1899 the Canadian government announced that it would send a second

contingent to South Africa.

Emphasis in recruiting was placed on

cavalry -- three hundred men were required -- and the North West Mounted
Police and western range country were looked upon as likely sources of
experienced horsemen. 43

"C tt squadron of the Canadian Mounted Rifles

and Brigade Division of Artillery for Special Service in South Africa
was recru ited at Battleford, Prince Albert and Regina.

As of January

3, 1900 Superintendent Sanders, Inspector Demers, Corporal Lindsay,

Constables Reeves, Cookson, HOWden, Leach,and Carson, and Special
Constables Joseph Long, Perry and Ryan of the Battleford detachment
of the Mounted Police had enlisted, as well as civilians W. J. Hope,
Gavin G. Smith, Peter Villebrun, E. D. Wilson, Arthur Long, and a
45
44
Dr. Blouin.
William and James Burke also joined the division.
The next month Richard C. Laurie, who was a graduate of the Royal Mili
tary College at Kingston, Sergeant-Major W. Parker, who had previously
been stationed at Battleford, and Sergeant A. H. L. Richardson of
Battleford Joined a unit of mounted rifles raised and equipped by Lord
Strathcona and Mount Royal, which became known as Lord Strathcona f s
46
Horse.
That summer Richardson received the Victoria Cross for bravery
in rescuing a friend at WOlverspruit. 47 Before the next contingent

43Ib1•d ., Decem ber 20 , 1 899 •

44Ibid ., January 3, 1900.

45Ipid ., February 6, 1901.

46Ibid ., February 14, 1900.

47Ibid ., September 26, 1900.
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was recruited, men from the second were back home in Battleford. Smith,
Villebrun, Carson and Leach were the first to return and the whole
town turned out to greet them. The procession which escorted the
veterans from the train to a reception at the police

barrack~

in

Laurie's words, "comprised nearly everything on runners that could be
pressed into service~48 By February 13, 1901 eight members of the
local North West Mounted Police had been accepted by Baden-Powell's
South African Police, and civilian Charles Prongua had vOlunteered.

49

The next event of epic proportion to stir Battleford was the
arrival of some two thousand Barr colonists. Since the Rebellion immi
gration had lagged far behind that into the areas served by the Canadian
Pacific main line.
t~ew

But the trek of the Reverend Isaac Barr's party to

Britann ia" in what is now Lloydminster country presaged a period

of increased immigration for Battleford.

On March 25, 1903 Barr's

party sailed from Liverpool for St. John under the leadership of the
50
Reverend Mr. George Exton LlOYd.
After a dreadful crossing -- most
of the people were crowded into steerage -- the group travelled as far
as Saskatoon by train. They reached that point on April 18, only to
find that the accommodation and transportation which was to have been
arranged by Barr was not available, and the forty townships of land
which had been reserved for their homesteads were located some two
hundred miles north and west.

In an attempt to cope with the emergency

the Canadian Immigration Department erected large tents in Saskatoon
and at stopping places along the overland trail for the colonists.

48Ibid ., February 6, 1901.
50!hi£., April 1, 1903.

49 Ibid ., February 13, 1901.
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Battleford was the largest community on their route and there the
government fitted up the local agricUltural hall with stoves and lamps
as a temporary shelter.

Local merchants laid in heavy stocks of goods,

and most freighters and farmers in the district responded to the appeal
for wagons and carts to help move the crowd of settlers. The first
of the Barr cOlonists to reach Battleford arrived about the end of
April, and in six or seven days their tents formed a small village
around the agricultural hall. 51
By the time the colonists reached the settlement complaints
about Barr's mismanagement of affairs were numerous.

One hundred and

forty cOlonists signed a petition asking Clinkskill to call a meeting
to discuss their grievances.

It was accordingly called for Friday

morning, May 1, at eleven o'clock.
that it was not held.

However, Barr took such exception

Instead, government Colonization Agent C. W.

Speers called a joint meeting of government officials and Barr colony
managers that afternoon.

At the meeting it transpired that eighty

colonists had less than $50 in pocket, despite government views that
this amount was a minimum requirement.
local employment bureau.

As a result Speers opened a

One hundred and fifty COlonists promptly

applied for work on the Canadian Northern Railwayf s Carrot River line,
and at Prince Albert sawmills. 52 Not only were some of the colonists
in desperate financial circumstances, they were short of provisions
and lacked both equipment and adequate transportation.

5I Ibid ., April 22, 1903.

52 Ibid ., May 6, 1903.

Their trek
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from Saskatoon was hard -- and Battleford was but the half-way point.
The Sgskatchewan Herald notes that
Owing to the fact that almost every wagon carried a
load which taxed the strength of the horses women
and children had to walk almost the entire distance.
The weather during the latter part of the week when
many of the settlers started from Saskatoon was mild
and fine, but Monday when a large number of them were
on the trail, the cold caused intense suffering.53
Dissatisfaction mounted.

Barr arrived in Battleford on May 15. The

next day Lloyd and a provisional committee of twelve took over.

54

When Lloyd proceeded to the ·'promised 1 and" wi th some of the
party, Speers stepped in at Battleford to render what assistance was
possible.

At the end of May some fifty families were still camped

there and seventy-five had been persuaded to locate north of the town,
on the opposite side of the Saskatchewan between Jackfish and Redberry
55
Lakes.
If one recalls p. G. Laurie's pledge in the-first issue of his
paper '\0 further the march of progress" of the North West, it seems
somehow appropriate that he lived to see the arrival of the first of
the Barr colonists.

He died early in May.

Battleford had come of age not only in the sense that her people
were active in national and imperial affairs, and that large scale
immigration had begun, but also in municipal organization.

This develop

ment was quiet\ and unspectacular but, for all that, not unimportant.
The first correspondence on file in the records of the Department of

53Ibid •
55Ibid ., May 27, 1903.

54!!ll.!!., May 20, 1903.
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Municipal Affairs having to do with the incorporation of Battleford
as a village is a letter written by Deputy Commissioner J. S. Dennis
56
on October 27, 1898 to James Clinkskill, M.L.A.
In it Dennis pointed
out that the community was located within a Local Improvement District
which did not have jurisdiction over questions arising where numbers
of people lived in close proximity and he suggested that the residents
avail themselves of the provisions of the Village Ordinance. This
was followed on November 18 by an official notice from the Department,
which was to be posted locally, proclaiming Battleford a village after
57
November 21, 1898.
When no petition was circulated opposing the
change, Returning Officer W. Dunbar organized the first election for
overseer on January 17, 1899.

John Henry Storer and Will iam ColI ie

ran for the post, and Storer was elected. The records of the election
are interesting today in that the secret ballot was not used.

Each

voterts name and his vote were entered on a ledger, which was sent to
Regina by the Returning Officer. 58

56Dennis to Clinkskill, October 27, 1898. See Saskatchewan,
Department of Municipal Affairs, Battleford File (Archives of Sask
atchewan) •
57Ibid • See also North West Territories Gazette, February
15, 1899, p. 5 in which the village boundaries are delineated.
58"Record of Votes Polled at Election for an Overseer for
Village of Battleford on 17th day of Jany, 1899'·. See Battleford
File (Archives of Saskatchewan). The following property-owners voted:
Henry Hickson, Honore Couture, Jas. Clinkslcill, P. G. Laurie, T. F.
Macfarlane, A. Champagne, J. A. Long, Robt. F. Liston, G••• illegible ••
A. E. Craig, S. S. Simpson, B. Plante, Harry C. Adams, W. R. C. Willis,
Wm. Latimer, O. L'Heureux, Malcolm Young, W. R. Latimer, H. C.
Dillingham, Joseph Daudelin, Wilfred Latour, M. H. Meredith, E. F. T.
Brokovski, and T. W. Lucey. Two of those who signed did SO with an ''X''.
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Village statistics, finances and services during those first
years contrast startl ingly with those of the town ten or twel ve years
later.

In 1899 the tax rate was set at one and one-half mills;

total assessment came to $147,573; the number of resident taxpayers
59
was seventy, and non-resident taxpayers fifty-four.
Water was hauled
from the Saskatchewan River; there was no fire brigade, and street
grading was almost non-existent.

Expenditures, including those for

grading and street culverts, care of the nuisance grounds, and the
overseerts salary totalled $168.79 in 1899. 60 Robert Jefferson was
elected overseer by acclamation in 1900 and 1901.

His first corres

pondence had to do with the COllection of back taxes,61 a problem which
has harrassed Battleford officialdom through the years.

Again in 1900

roadwork, this time drains, accounted for more than half of the town's
budget, $197.28 out of $343.91. 62 The dog pound by-law and its enforce
ment was a hot issue during Jefferson's term.
him in 1902.

George Donovan followed

S. J. Dunning's term in 1903 was completed by Demase

Arcand, and Arcand filled the post again in 1904 until the village
became a Town Municipality.

The village's annual income and expendi
ture stayed well under $500. 63
But change was imminent.

A census taken in December 1903 showed
Battleford to have 489 inhabitants 64 and at a special meeting held on

59Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
60Ibid •

61 Ibid •

62 Ibid •

63Ibid •

64 Ibid •
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December 29, the ratepayers voted to ask for incorporation as a town.
A Proclamation was accordingly issued by the Territorial authorities,
66
and on June 15, 1904 Battleford acquired town status.
Its total
assessment was then $252,000. 67
The first town council had its work cut out.

Officials had to

be appointed, local improvements provided, a Board of Health created,
negotiations conducted for railroad service, and taxes kept down.
Albert Champagne and W. R. Lat imer ran for mayor.

Champagne was el ec ted.

Councillors H. McKenzie, W. Latour and Alexander Rowland were elected
to serve through 1905, and R. C. Laurie, R. G. Speers and S. H. Clarke
to the end of 1904. 68 The first meeting of the Battleford Town Council
was held on Friday, July 8, 1904.
recor de d

1't s

de lOb
•.
69
1 eratlons.

munity·s new status.

Acting secretary L. p. O. Noel

Even t h
'
b00 k s attest t he com
e mInute

Whereas the village minutes had been kept in a

soft-covered school scribbler, the town fathers acquired a more impos
ing hard-backed, leather-bound volume for the purpose.
time in getting down to business.

They lost no

At the first meeting steps were taken

to procure $100 for immediate requirements, a committee was appointed
to select a design for a corporate seal, and it was decided to hire a
man immediately to enforce the pound law and health ordinances. When

65l!ll.9..
66Ibid • See also North West Territories Gazette, May 31, 1904,
p. 7.

67
Saskatchewan Herald, June 1, 1904.
68 Ibid ., June 29, 1904.

69Battleford Town Council Minutes, July 8, 1904.
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the meeting was resumed the next day, the $100 note had been obtained,
and the design for the seal was accepted. 70 By-law number 1, passed
on August 5, 1904 ratified this decision.

And interestingly, the same

seal, which is inscribed TOWN OF BATTLEFORD, SASK. N.W.T., is still
used.

Within the week, J. W. Smith was appointed Acting Town Constable.

71

For a salary of $1.50 a day he was to be on duty from seven in the
morning until eleven-thirty at night, to enforce health ordinances,
keep the streets clear of stray livestock, prevent "furious riding or
72
driving or the abuse of animals on the streets", and arrest drunks.
The first estimates presented to council allocated $100 for the pur
chase of a hook and ladder fire truck and shed, and $100 for street
upkeep.73 These were approved on August 9. Estimates for the year
totalling $1,100 were passed, and the tax rate was struck at five mills.
From this modest beginning Battleford town fathers proceeded
to the vigorous promotion of local development.

In this they were

aided and abetted by a Provisional Board of Trade which was organized
in March, 1904. H. C. Adams was president, Benjamin Prince and R. C.
Laurie were vice-presidents, C. H. Bradburn was secretary, and A. J.
McCormick treasurer.

Its major objective was to prepare literature

··
•
75
ad ver t ISIng
t h·· e communIty.

This civic consciousness was also reflected in the opening of
Battleford Hospital on February 23, 1904.

Thomas Dewan was Chairman

70Ibfd ., July 9, 1904.

71!ai£., July 13, 1904.

72!lti.9..

73 Ipid ., July 19, 1904.

74Ibid ., August 9, 1904

75Saskatch wan Herald, March
23, 1904.

74
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of the first Board of Management, and Miss Nellie Johnston of Western
76
Hospital in Toronto the first nurse.
During the twenty years following the Rebellion, Battleford
people rebuil t their commercial and business enterprises, their churches
and homes, organized school districts, built new schools and a hospi
tal.

They set up machinery for municipal government, participated

actively in Canadian and Territorial politics, and demonstrated an
invol vement in Imperial affairs.

Battleford now remained an outpost

settlement only in the sense that it was still some one hundred miles
from a rail way.

76~., January 18, 1907.

CHAPTER VII
RAILROADS, SETTLERS, AND INDUSTRY:

1905-1913

Competition for railroads, settlers and industry character
ized the development of communities in central Saskatchewan during
the pre-war years at the beginning of the twentieth century. And
Battleford was no exception.

Realizing that railway service was essen

tial for future growth, her people had, ever since the time of great
disappointment in 1882, kept a sharp lookout for any possibility of
acquiring it.

However, the issue did not become sufficiently urgent

to induce community hysteria until after the turn of the century, for
not until then was a main line route at stake.
had the nightmare thought of a rival

co~~unity

And not until then
located just across

the river, nurtured by a railroad, ever seriously occurred to residents
of Battleford.

That the Canadian Northern Railway was not routed through

Battleford, and that instead it opened up the land to the north of the
Saskatchewan River, sealed the fate of the historic community.

For

a few years Batt1eford struggled to keep pace with the new railway town,
North

Batt1eford~

Both sought branch-line railways, conducted vigor

ous propaganda campaigns to attract settlers and industry, and under
wrote impressive municipal works projects.

But with the passing of

the boom years in 1913, Battleford sank in debt, whereas North Battle
ford was able to remain solvent.
146
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To suggest that the demand for railway service to Battleford
reached new heights shortly after 1900 does not imply that local resi
dents had not been consistently concerned about it through the years.
In 1887, for example, a group of English capitalists, operating from
Winnipeg, announced plans to construct a colonization railway from
Regina to Battleford. They had organized the Qu·Appelle, Long Lake
and Saskatchewan Railroad and Steamboat Company in 1883, and in 1886
built a short twenty mile line from Regina to Long Lake.

In 1888,

however, they altered their plans and routed what was to have been the
Battleford line to Prince Albert. l

In September, 1889 hope again

crested high, when word reached the settlement that the Great North
West Central Railway Company had a charter to build through Battleford
and that construction would begin that same fall.

The line was to

have followed much the same route as had been planned for the original
Canadian Pacific and, when local people saw the survey stakes driven
in, prospects looked bright. 2 Again, the project became another "might
have been tf when the company encountered financial difficulties and
surrendered its charter.

Battleford residents did, however, appre

ciate the consolation train service which reached Saskatoon in 1890
and cut their distance from railhead by more than half.

By 1893 they

were sufficiently alarmed and indignant at being by-passed by railways
to petition the federal government for the immediate extension of a line
into Battleford, this to receive the same financial aid as had already

lArcher, J. H., tfThe History of Saskatoon to 1914 H , M.A. thesis,
University of Saskatchewan (1948), p. 63.
2Clinkskill, ope cit., part III, p. 34.
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been given to the Regina-Long Lake Company on condition that a station
3
be built on the Battleford townsite between the rivers.
In ten years time, however, concern over lack of a railway
acquired darkly desperate hues.

By 1900 the Canadian Northern Railway

was planning to build main line track from Winnipeg to Edmonton.

The

directors of the company favored a route via Prince Albert, and during
the summer of 1901 sent prospecting teams out to map a line from Prince
Albert to Edmonton.

However, M. H. MacLeod, who had taken over as

chief engineer for the C.N.R. in 1900, disagreed with this decision.
According to company spokesman D. B.

Ha~na,

MacLeod's view was that a really big line must be
built where the C.P.R. main line had first been pro
jected; and that our track from Grand View should be
extended to where the old and still used telegraph
line to Prince Albert from Qu'Appelle ran from the
station at Humboldt towards the Saskatchewan River,
fifteen miles north of and below Saskatoon.4
While the route via Prince Albert was being checked out, the company went
ahead and applied for a charter to build a main line from Grandview
through Humboldt and Battleford to Edmonton.

While the preliminaries

of the application to Parliament were proceeding in the East, MacLeod
was despatched to find suitable river crossings for it -- one across
the south branch of the Saskatchewan about fifteen miles below Saskatoon,
and such others in the Battleford country as might seem necessary_
The next winter MacLeod and his assistant, C. R. Stovel, tramped
a good many miles checking out routes.

Swetton,

On December 15, 1901 they drove

Historic Battleford through the Years, p. 30.

4Hanna, D. B., Trains of Recollectionj drawn from Fifty Years
of Railway Service in Scotland and Canada, and told to Arthur Hawkes
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1924), p. 215.
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out of Prince Albert to prospect a line to and beyond Battleford,
and to locate river crossings.

Interestingly, the branch line that

was later built from Prince Albert to North Battleford covers almost
the same ground that MacLeod and Stovel examined on that trip.

On

Christmas Eve they reached Battleford. The next day at noon they
pUlled out to look for a crossing up river.

After reaching Big Gully

beyond Bresaylor, the two men started back, intent on finding a good
site for a railway bridge. Stovel took the team and sleigh and kept
to the top of the river bank. MacLeod left his heavy fur coat with
Stovel and tttaking a couple of bannocks for lunch he travelled in
mocassins and a heavy pea jacket tf along the river-ice carrying only
matches, compass and a jack-knife. That night he missed Stovel but
fortunately found shelter. The next morning he continued down river
and in the afternoon found a good crossing about nine miles north
west of Battleford.

That night the two men stayed over at the Queens

Hotel in town and the next morning rechecked the site they had chosen
for a bridge. 5 MacLeod was convinced that he had found the best cros
sing for the Canadian Northern main line.

His decision, however, meant

that the railway would by-pass Battleford. He probably remarked upon
his findings while stopping over at the local hotel.

In any event,

a resolution was passed on February 28, 1902 at the town's annual
ratepayer's meeting, asking the federal government to introduce legis
lation to compel the Canadian Northern to construct its main line into
Battl eford. 6

5Ibid ., PP. 217-221.
6
Sa§katchewan Herald, March 5, 1902.
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Back east, a number of company officials did not react favor
ably to MacLeod t s find ings.

Only 'after a strenuous tuss Ie with his
7
cOlleagues" did he win their assent to his proposed route.
It was
finally agreed that the Prince Albert line from Swan River through

Melfort would be built as planned. What was more important, the main
line to the west coast would be an extension of the Dauphin-Kamsack
branch. This would pass north of Quill Lakes, cross the South Sask
atchewan River sixty-five miles south of Prince Albert, cross the North
Saskatchewan thirty miles further west, follow its north bank to nine
miles -beyond Battleford, then cross the River at the MacLeod bridge
site and keep to the south side through Lloydminster to
Battleford belatedly girded itself to fight.

8

Strathco~a.

On July 30, 1903

a Railway Committee was organized 9 and at its first meeting drafted a
petition asking Prime Minister Laurier "to require and direct the
Canadian Northern Railway to enter and pass through the centre of the
town of Battleford •••• "lO That fall Benjamin Prince, M.L.A., and D.

L. Clink travelled east to protest the routing on behalf of the com
mittee, but as Canadian Northern interests had already bought land
across the river from Battleford ll the price demanded for making a

7Stevens, G; 'R., Canadian National Railways (Toronto: Clarke,
Irwin, IQ62), vol. 2, p. 50.

8!!li9..
9

Saskatchewan Herald, August 5, 1903.

10 .................
Ibid
11 Battleford Land Titles Office, Certificates of Title Nos.
733, 1193, and 1590.
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change was stiff.
who

reportE~dly

In Winnipeg Prince and Cl ink interviewed MacLeod,

said

that they had not made any inspection of the river at
this place [Battleford], as they did not intend com
inO into the town. The reason he gave for not cros
sing here was that they would require a bridge double
thE! length of that which would be required at Prince's
farm.12
In Ottawa they met with D. D. Mann, who made two verbal proposals.
The first, which offered to give local people as many lots across
the river in the proposed new townsite as they owned in Battleford,
and to move their buildings to it, was "indignantly rejected" by
the delegation. 13 However, they agreed to consider Mann's second
offer to the effect that
if the government would give half the townsite, and
the people would give half their land adjoining it
in order to defray the extra cost of the bridge, he
would have his engineer make an examination of the
river this winter, and if there were no engineering
difficulties other than the length of the bridge, that
they would come into the town, make this a divisional
point, and put in their machine shops.14
Current value of town lots owned by the Canadian government in Battleford townsite came to about $175,000, and the government reportedly
was willing to meet Mann's terms in order to have the railway brought
into Battleford.

Prince and Clink assured fellow residents that Mann's

offer would be repeated by letter, but nothing further appears to have
come of it.

The delegates also conferred with officials of the Grand

12

Saskatchewgn Herald, October 21, 1903.

13Ibid •

14Ibid •
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Trunk Pacific Railway while in Ottawa, and were told that they intended
to bring it through the town. 15 However, the following December, when
the Grand Trunk Pacific survey passed forty miles south of town and
the Canadian Northern two miles north, Battlefordts railway prospects
.
16
were no t encouragIng.
Nevertheless town officials continued their campaign through
out 1904.

In July Mayor Albert Champagne on behalf of the newly-

incorporated town, with Benjamin Prince and Thomas Dewan representing
the Railway Committee, interviewed Minister of the Interior Clifford
Sifton about the matter. He was firm in support of the railway's stand
and said that hit was absolutely impossible for the Main Line to enter
the Town of Battleford owing to the difference in the cost of bridging:·
According to T. O. Davis, the local M.P. who was present at the inter
view, Sifton said that the only possibility of persuading the company
to build into town was to reimburse them

fl

to the extent of over half

a mill ion dollars", 18 this being the extra amount which would be re
quired for the Battleford route.
Meanwhile Battleford took its case to the Board of Railway
Commissioners, which met in Prince Albert on August 13, 1904. 19 Despite

15Ibid •
16!hi£., December 9, 1903.
17
Battleford Town Council Minutes, August 9, 1904.
l8 Ibid •
19"Statement regarding the Location of the Battleford Station
on the Line of the Canadian Northern Railway", in Board of Transport
Commission, Transcript of Hearings (Public Archives of Canada, R.G.
46, vol. 3, case no. 86), PP. 3491-3506.

17
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its energetic activity, however, Battleford lost out.

Prince reported

home from Ottawa in March, 1905 that there was "no chance of the C.N.R.
being diverted through the present townsite tt • 20 All that had been
gained was a spur line into town from the bridge upriver. The charter
for this spur was approved by the House of Commons on July 10, 1905.

21

Numerous charges and counter-charges have been laid as to why
the Canadian Northern Ra il way was rerou ted to' the north s ide of the
Saskatchewan so that it by-passed Battleford. As has been indicated,
the additional cost and inconvenience of building bridges for the line
into Battleford was the argument consistently used in public by the
company and the gQvernment. D. B. Hanna refers to this in his remin
iscences and says that to follow the original C.p .R. survey would have
meant "crossing twenty lateral streams with expensive bridging of each,
and most of them on land that was too slippery to afford comfortable
economic safety ...22 Therefore the railway was routed along the north
bank of the river. When it came to crossing the North Saskatchewan
in the Battleford vicinity, MacLeod maintained that his site was the
best for the purpose, and much more economical than any alternatives
that were suggested. Estimated cost of a bridge at that point was
$224,000, while the costs for bridges at other possible sites were

$719,000 and $185,000. Battleford people, of course, did not accept

20
Sa§katchewgn Herald, March 8, 1905.
21
Ibid., July 10, 1905.

2~anna, ope cit., p. 211.
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these figures at face value. 23
Real estate investment in the new townsite on the north side
of the Saskatchewan was another important factor.

As was pointed out

earlier, Canadian Northern Railway interest owned some of the property
on which the divisional point of North Battleford was later located,
even before the Battleford delegation travelled east to protest.

On

July 31, 1902 Cyrus Richmond Stovel, right of way agent and presumably
Macleod's cross-country companion of -the winter before, registered
Certificate of Title No. 733 for approximately 215 acres in the west
24
half of section 8, township 44, range 16, west of the 3rd meridian.
This land, along with additional acreage, was sold at the nominal price
of $1.00 to Roderick John Mackenzie, railway contractor, before track
reached North Battleford. 25 And the same acreage originally purchased
by Stovel was sold again that same year, this time with the remainder
of the west half of section 8, again for $1.00, to Mackenzie, Mann &
Company.26 It was from this half section that the first deeds for
North Battleford town lots were registered at the local Land Titles
Office.
Just a month before Stovel acquired his acreage in section
8 in 1902, the Canadian Pacific Railway Company bought 6,560 acres

23"Statement regarding the Location of the Battleford Station
on the Line of the Canadian Northern Railway·', p. 3497.
24Battleford Land Titles Office, Certificate of Title No. 733.
25Jbid ., No. 1193.
26Ibid ., No. 1590.
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in the same townshiP.27 Parts of this were also bought by Stovel,28
and again transferred at a nominal price to Mackenzie, Mann & Company
in March, 1906. 29 This was subdivided into town blocks. Part of the
Hudson's Bay Company grant in the vicinity was also disposed of in
similar deals preliminary to the establishment of North Battleford.

30

That the top echelon of Canadian Northern Railway officialdom had
profitable real estate involvements in the selection of the townsite
of North Battleford is incontrovertible.
However, the fact that Battleford businessmen also had a vested
interest at stake is equally obvious.

An editorial in the Sa§katchewan

Herald of October 5, 1904 attests to this.
In the establishment of a town across the river and
the artificial diversion of trade to the other town
site the property and business of our citizens will
be depreciated in value and they will have to desert
their buildings and property.31
This was particularly resented in view of the fact that land values
in the townsite had always been high in relation to those of the sur
rounding district.

The government had sold town lots for an average

$136 per acre when top quality farm land thereabouts was worth only
$1 or $2 per acre. 32 But the validity of the charge that by demand
ing "hold-up" prices from the Canadian Northern for townsite property

27 Ipid ., No. 800.

28Ibid ., No. 757.

29~., No. 1758, K182.

30Ibid ., Plan No. 3891.

31 Saskatchewan Herald, October
5, 1904.
32 Ibid ., August 5, 1903.
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Battleford interests did themselves out of a railway, has not been
established. Local newspapers are understandably silent as to prices
which might have been asked had the railway come that way; but the
limited number of documents at hand seem to indicate that the promotion
of North Battleford suited C.N.R. interests in a fashion that elimin
ated those of any might-have-been Battleford speculators.
In contemporary arguments 1i ttle emphas is seems to have been
placed upon a third factor of long-term significance, the productivity
of the area to be served by the railroad. However, the fact that this
was a consideration in routing the line emerges in testimony given to
the Board of Arbitration on Canadian Northern Railway shares in 1917.
At that time Ma:Leod pointed out that the land to the north of the
Saskatchewan was ·'excellent farming country", in contrast to the bluffcovered, rolling Eagle Hills, and added that 'tby taking advantage of
the North Side it was possible to locate line, keeping from two to
eight miles away from the river thus dividing the country and placing
33
the line in a position to draw traffic from the south or north tf •
It is misleading to imply that the route of the Canadian Northern
Railway in this area was of primary importance only to people living
in Battleford.

This was not so.

The potential productivity of the

farming area north and west of the Carlton settlement, and across the
Saskatchewan River, had been noted by Palliser a half century earlier,
but only a few farmers homesteaded on the north side much before the
coming of the railroad.

Inevitably, however, such rural people were

33Board of Arbitration, Canadian Northern Railway (Public
Archives of Canada, R.G. 33, Series 73, vol. 3), p. 1522.
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engaged in the struggle for railway service.

Farmers in the Meota,

Roundhill and Jackfish districts were among those who organized to
present their case.

On March 25, 1904, for example, a large meeting

was held at Meota to discuss the railway question.

Some 150 people

attended, and a petition which had been circulated was signed by five
The meeting condemned "the selfishness of Battleford in
tt34
wanting the Rail way to come on the sou th s ide of the Ri ver
and

hundred~

argued that "from a di vidend earning point of view" theirs was by far
the better country for a railway.

As was to be expected, farmers in

th is commun i ty s poke in the ir own interests and th is mean t easy marke t
ing of grain.

As one spokesman put it,

Should the Railway be so foolish as to run into the
Village of Battleford it would not be worth the
while of any settler in these districts growing grain
for market as it would be too costly to reach a ship
ping point, we should not only have to make the 17
miles to the Ferry but add another 9 miles of Bad road
to make the Bridge.35
This meeting, like the Battleford delegation, was organized after
policy decisions had already been taken, and has significance primarily
in that it indicates the existence of conflicting local interests.
Despite the outcry at Battleford, the C.N.R. pushed construc
tion ahead rapidly.

In the spring of 1905 crews were at work west of

Kamsack as soon as the frost was out of the ground, and by May the line
reached North Battleford.

Buried in the news notes on the last page

of the Saskgtchewan Herald of May 17, 1905 is this brief item:

34Sifton Papers (Public Archives of Canada, C-563), p. 127288.
35--!-.,
Ib "d
p. 127291 •
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The track of the C.N.R. reached the new townsite
yesterday and a siding was laid. A couple of
buildings are under construction and stone is
being piled on several other lots.... Freight
will be accepted at once.... Through passenger
service will be inaugurated on the 4th of June.36
Possibly the largest public meeting ever held in Battleford
was that at which the town decided not to move across the river -
rail service or no. The meeting was held on March 30 in Latimer's
Hall. Such a crowd came "that the floor was rendered unsafe through
one of the supports breaking through the lower floor u ,37 and the meet
ing had to move to the Albion Hotel.

L. O. Kirby of the Saskatchewan

Valley Land Company, on behalf of the owners of the new townsite,
offered all Battleford businessmen and property-owners who would build
a home worth $800 on north side property within a year two twenty-five
foot lots for $100. These were ordinarily valued at from $150 to $400.
He was turned down.

F. S. Bradley pointed out that Battlefordts asses

sment role was $230,000 and that four thousand lots were to be trans
ferred to the town by the federal government in the immediate future.

38

D. L. Clink added that local schools and churches were paid for, and

H. Hickson of the Hudsonts Bay Company said that it would not be mov
ing.

A. J. McCormack, Albert Champagne, Benjamin Prince, Thomas Dewan

and C. H. Bradburn announced that they intended to stand by the old
town.

One of the few dissenters at the meeting was R. F. Chisholm, who

stated that he planned to move across the river. Upon questioning it

36
Sa§katchewan Herald, May 17, 1905.
37Battleford Press, April 12, 1905.
38Saskatchewan Heralg, April 12, 1905.
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came out that he had a "financial interest in the success of the new
town,·.39
Despite this public declaration that Battleford people would
stay with their town, a number of young businessmen soon moved. The
first of these to advertise from a North Battleford address was J. E.
Saunders, funeral director, who ran an advertisement some months in
advance of any construction on the north side, announcing

tf

a complete

stock of coffins, caskets, shrouds, etc. furnished on shortest notice.
Located on New Townsite, north side of river".40 Saunders set up
business on the rising ground between the old ferry and what is now
Riverview. 41 By the end of June two other "new town" business firms
were advertis ing in the Herald, Pettypiece & Son opened a flour and
feed store in a big tent and on June 28 advertised that they were carry
ing stock on both sides of the river. 42 Young Hugh Maher, who had
clerked in Clinkskill's since his arrival in Battleford from Tottenham,
Ontario the previous December, announced in the same issue that his
"eXClusive grocery and provision store in North Battleford was open
for business tf ,,43 A. p. Saer also set up store about the same time.

44

39!1l.i&.
40Ibid ., August 17, 1904.
41Wetton, Cecilia, "And a City was Born", in McIntosh, C. I.
(ed.), Skyline ••• the Panoramic Pattern of a City (North Battleford:
North Battleford's Golden Jubilee Committee, 1955), p. 5.
42
Saskatchewan Herald, June 28, 1905.
43Ibid •

4~orth Battleford News, September 8, 1905.
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Among the first to arrive in the new town was railroader Jack
O. Burton, later president of the Battlefords Oldtimers Association.
Burton's recollection of driving a team of broncs up from Warman about
the beginning of April in 1904 with Benjamin Prince, and of later
pitching a tent on the corner where the North Battleford Public Library
now stands, make for colorful telling.

He recalls that the first room

ing house in town was built of logs and operated by a Mr. Lambert,
who later built the Metropole Hotel. 45
Five of those who presided at North Battleford's birth were
Joseph J. Duhaime, John Andrew Chapman, William Crawford, Michael
Tynen and J. W. Norton, who rafted down the Saskatchewan River to the
• 46 Ch apman began excavatIng
.
d·
townSIte.
t he f ounatlon

0f

1 were
h
a hote,

the Clarendon stands, Tynen built his twenty-five room Saskatchewan
Hotel, Norton in partnership with Ferrie brothers bought 'thirty cars
of lumber for construction, and Duhaime built his North Star Livery and
Feed Stable during the summer of 1905. 47
Building boomed in North Battleford.

By September the Imperial

Bank of Canada and a local post office were open; the C.N.R. depot,
Bank of Commerce building, Methodist Church, and Church of England were
nearing completion, and a number of retail businesses were established.
Among these were Pickel and Johnstone's general store, H. W. Detwiller

45

Burton, J. 0.,
op. cit., pp. 9-10.

·'Recollections of Early Dayst', in McIntosh,

49North Battleford Optimist, December 18, 1912.
47!!ll.9..
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and R. W. Brigham's Battleford Trading Company with its tiRed Tenet,
Wakelin's drug store, A. DUlmage's drug and stationery, Craig's butcher
shop, Walter COllinge's hardware, C. A. Leeder's store, R. W. Hayter's
barber shop and J. A. Park's jewellry store. The brisk traffic in land
and the construction boom were reflected in the number of real
offices and contracting outfits doing business.

estat~

E. H. Dulmage, Ferrie

brothers, J. W. Norton, J. A. Gregory and Matt Doyle all advertized
land for sale in the Nor:th BDt:tlefoId News of September 8.

Builders

supplies and contracting work were handled by the firms of the Ross
brothers, Walter Collinge, the Prince brothers, Lynn and Anderson,
the Monilaw brothers, W. J. Moore, Henderson and Relph, J. L. Bryan,
T. M. Kennedy, James A. Whittles, A. Bell, Howard and Snow, and E. A.
48
Dillman.
Professional men also became aware of opportunities in the devel
oping community.

By October, Doctors W. R. Sparling and W. H. Brown,

and dentist H. Ross had opened offices. 49
The need of a school was quickly felt.

On October 23, 1905

a meeting was held to organize the North Battleford Public SchOOl
district which became No. 1438.

E. W. Drew, Dr. W. R. Sparling,

and G. Pettypiece were elected trustees. School opened within the month
in the new Presbyterian Church wi th a Miss Wakel in as teacher.

In 1906

a pair of two storey frame buildings on Main Street, at 1282 and 1261,

4~orth Battleford News, September 8, 1905.
49Ibid ., October 6, 1905.
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were used for classrooms. 50 The principal was Scott Walker, who later
served as chairman of the High School Board and became North Battlefordts
first mayor after its incorporation as a city.
Churches were likewise planned almost immediately.

For the

first few months Presbyterians, Anglicans, Methodists and Roman Catholics
held services wherever quarters were available.

But the Presbyterian

Church opened the last Sunday of October, 1905,51 and the Methodist
Church on December 10. 52 St. Paul's Anglican Church was then under con
struction.

In 1907 the CathOlic parish of Our Lady of Lourdes bought a
hall on King Street to use for services. 53
During the spring and summer of 1905 activity in the new town
completely overwhelmed local ferry service across the Saskatchewan.
Even with two shifts, operating day and night and carrying six double
teams per trip, there were often tfupwards of thirty teams wai ting for
54
their turn ...
Lumber was drayed across the river from the Prince
brothers mill, land had to be registered in the Land Titles office in
old Battleford, and Dewan's tri-weekly stage unloaded mail and passengers
from Saskatoon at Battleford. 55 Understandably ferry traffic was brisk.
The lusty, growing community applied for incorporation as a

5C\tcInnis, W. R.,

f~ducationtf, in McIntosh, op~ cit., p. 25.

51 North Battleford News, November 3, 1905.
52!hi&., December 15, 1905.
5\ogie, A. M.,

"Church History", in McIntosh, Ope cit., p. 37.

54
Saskatchewan Herald, June 21, 1905.
55Ibid ., June 28, 1905.
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village on August 10, 1905. 56 This first request was filed by R. R.
Earle, then managing clerk of the hamlet, and was signed by eighteen
residents in ttdwelling-houses situate within the area to be included
in the proposed village".

They were M. C. Tynen, Hugh Maher,

C[illegible] Seeley, Saml. Jacobs, Percy J. E. Melsome, John McNair,

R. J. Watkins, A. Bell, A. DUlmage, S. A. Ferrie, J. N. Millar, J. A.
Foley, R. Norman Snow, W. R. Finlayson, J. J. Duhaime, Wm. Crawford,
W. J. [illegible], and B. WOOdhull. 57 The petitioners were optimistic.
They asked that all of section 8, the north half of section 5 and the
east half of section 7, in township 44, range 16, west of the 3rd
meridian be included within the village limits.

This was cut back to

the east half of section 7 and the west half of section 8 by Regina
officials; and a public

otice was posted proclaiming North Battleford
58
a village thirty days af er August 21, 1905.
However, incorpo ation was delayed until spring, as Battleford
••
proteste d t he approprIatIon

0

f ·1ts name by t h e new communIty.
•
59

ReSI
•

dents of the old town contended that confusion in delivery of express
and mail would result from such similar names, particUlarly as

'~orth

Battleford't had already been legally used to designate that part of

56UStatutory Declaration of R. R. Earle, August 10, 1905, ~
The Establishment of North Battleford as a Village". See Saskatchewan,
Department of Municipal Affairs, North Battleford File (Archives of
Saskatchewan) •
57Ibid •

58

Bulyea to Earle, August 16, 1905.

See~.

59Battleford Town Council Minutes, July 7, 1905.
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the old town located on the north bank of the Battle River.

Regina

officials accordingly advised the town on the north side of the
Saskatchewan that it could not use the name. Meanwhile, the Board of
Trade t S campaign for the name "North Bat tleford tf acqu ired strong support
from the Saskatchewan Valley Land Company and railroaders Mackenzie and
Mann. W. R. Mackenzie expressed his strong conviction that North Battleford was a distinctive name, and his opposition to changing it, in a
letter to Premier Walter Scott dated March 5, 1906.

In his words:

Battleford being a n~le that has designated a large
district for a number of years past we would not want
to lose the advantage of calling the town North
Battleford.60
The railway station, post office and agricul tural society in the commun
61
ity were already legally registered under the name.
While the argument over nomenclature harassed the officials
of the new provincial government, the crisis which had propelled the
original request for incorporation acquired disastrous possibilities.
Typhoid fever had swept through the community in the summer of 1905,
due to the rapid growth, crowded living conditions, housing shortage,
and non-existent sanitary arrangements.

The Mounted Police had stepped

in to compel people to erect privies during the epidemic but a local
authority was required to make and enforce permanent health regulations.
Farsighted and responsible people realized that delay over incorporation

6~lackenzie to Scott, March 5, 1906. See North Battleford
File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
61Davidson to Mackenzie, February 22, 1906. See ibid.
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could mean a recurrence of typhoid, if warm weather and fl ies returned
62
before the organization of a publ ic health administration.
Neverthless, not until deputations from both towns had met with
provincial officials did North Battleford become a village on March
21, 1906. 63 Even then, the old town did not acquiesce graciously in
the "theft" of its name. Three days after North Battleford's first
local election one Regina civil servant, rather desperately it might
be suspected, wrote to Battleford publisher, B. Woodhull, advising him
that ttlf Battleford still considers the name of North Battleford detri
mental to the interests of the community, there is nothing to prevent
their 'continuing the war' :.64 And 'continue the wart it did.

On May

21, 1906 Battleford town council authorized A. J. McCormack and Albert
Champagne to interview Regina au thor i ties abou t the matter, and a
telegram was sent to the Attorney-General protesting the name of North
Battleford being~anted to the new town. 65 As late as 1913, when North
Battleford became a city, the issue once more exploded.

Letters were

written, deputations organized, and a contest was sponsored to find
another name for the city.
Civic organization proceeded apace in North Battleford.

Return

ing officer W. R. Sparling went ahead with plans for an election, and

62Honeyman to Robinson, November 14, 1905. See ibid.
63Saskatchewan Gazette, April 14, 1906, pp. 8-9.
64Deputy Commissioner of Public Works to Woodhull, April 5,
1905. See North Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
65Battleford Town Council Minutes, May 21, 1906.
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on April 2, 1906 Samuel Cookson was elected Overseer.

Eight days

after he took office a ratepayers' meeting was held and he was instructed
to take a village census. This was done a few days later and North
Battleford's population was found to be 565. This surpassed the number
then prerequisite to town organization, so at a second ratepayers'
meeting on April 24 R. R. Earle moved and F. A. Ross seconded a resolu
tion "that the Village of North Battleford be erected into a town muni
cipality". This was to include the east half of section 7, the whole
of sectiom8 and 5 and the east half of section 6.66 It was passed
unanimously.

On August 15, 1906, just a record-breaking four months

after incorporation as a village, North Battleford became a town. Samuel
Cookson was named returning officer for the first election of mayor and
councillors.
Questions of public health and the maintenance of order were
urgent and, as might be expected, the new town government lost no time
in attempting to cope with them.

R. F. Chisholm, who had been an iso

lated voice advocating that Battleford move across the river at the
famous meeting little more than a year before, and who had some previous
experience of office as mayor of Toronto Junction, became the first mayor
of North Battleford. Cookson was the first town clerk. Members of
Council were J. A. Foley, J. T. Simpson, H. W. Detwiller, Harry Cameron,
George Pettypiece, and J. J. Duhaime. 67 The first Council meeting,

66''Sworn Statement by S. Cookson u • See North Battleford File
(Archives of Saskatchewan).
67
Cadwell, M. D., "Successful Enterprises", in North Battleford
~, June 22, 1911.

167
organizational in nature, was held on September 6 and proved to be but
the first in a series of frequent, hectic sittings.

Emergency health

and cemetery committees were appointed and the first by-law was passed
on September 24.

This authorized the appointment of a Chief of POlice and
defined his duties. 68 John R. Morrison accepted the post at a salary

of $60 a month; shortly thereafter council purchased equipment for his
department to the extent of two pairs of handcuffs, a pair of ankle
69
bracelets, one baton, and a uniform for the town constable.
Two days
later, on September 26, by-laws appointing a Secretary-Treasurer, auth
orizing the restraint and taxing of dogs, and imposing a poll tax of
$2 per head on men over twenty-one years of age, were passed.

Before

year's end a civic seal was adopted, a town solicitor, auditor and
poundkeeper were appointed, licensing and public health by-laws were
passed, and temporary financing arranged for. 70
The popUlation of North Battleford grew so quickly, and the
optimism of its civic officials so expansive, that within five years
town officials again asked to have its boundaries enlarged.

On December

7, 1911 Acting Mayor H. W. Detwiller and Secretary-Treasurer H. W. Dixon
applied to the Lieutenant-Governor to have most of section 5, all of
sections 4, 9, and 8, and goodly portions of 16, 17, and 18 included
within the town limits. 71 Despite the fact that Inspector F. J. Reynolds

6~orth Battleford By-law No.1.
69Hewitt, C. J.,
PP. 21-22.

'\1unicipal Government", in McIntosh, oPe cit.,

7ONorth Battleford By-laws No.2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, II and 16.
7lDetwilier to Brown, December 7, 1911. See North Battleford
File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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of the Department of Municipal Affairs regarded their request as
t'extravagant",72 city limits as shown on a map drawn by surveyor J. D.
Shepley in 1912 and revised by North Battlefordfs city engineer in
73
1914 corresponded fairly closely to the request.
The town boundaries were adjusted when North Battleford became
Saskatchewan's fifth city.

On February 11, 1913 North Battleford Council

passed a resolu tion "that appl icat ion be made immediately to incorporate
as a city".74 On February 22 a census was taken and the popUlation
found to be 5,868.

On April 24 Mayor D. S. Walker received a wire
75
notifying him that North Battleford would be a city on May 1.
Accord
ingly, in a special ceremony at midnight, Mayor Walker read the Royal
PrOClamation and North Battleford became the fifth city in Saskatchewan,
the first to acquire that status since the creation of the province in
1905. A sixty car parade, which crossed over to old town, returned to
the city park for a colorful fireworks display, and with "shrieking
of whistles and ringing of bells t ,76 North Battleford came of age.

The

official celebration to mark the event was not held, however, until May
28.

On that occasion special trains brought some three hundred guests

from Regina, Saskatoon, Edmonton and Prince Albert to join the festivities.

72 Ibid •
73ShePley, J. D. (comp.), ttPlan of City of North Battleford",
(1912), rev. by City Engineer (1914).

7~orth Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
75Ibid • See also Sa§katchewan Gazette, April 30, 1913, p. 8
for the relevant Proclamation in which the boundaries of the new city
are described.
79North Battleford New§, May 1, 1913.
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Horse races, school games, and an oratorical contest were on the pro
77
gram.
In only eight years the thriving city of North Battleford had
sprung from bare prairie.

Residents of the historic community, within

hailing distance across the river, watched this development with an
understandably wary eye.

And businessmen in the new town, for their part,

seemed ready to take offense about the conduct of affairs in Battleford.
The rivalry between the two centres was reflected in a variety of ways.
One important concession wrung from federal authorities by
Battleford people at the time of the Canadian Northern crisis was a
promise that the Land Titles Office and Judicial centre would not be
moved from the town, and that any federal office buildings for the dis
trict would be erected in Batt1eford. 78 It comes as no surprise, then,
to note that a Land Titles Office and a Government Telegraph Office
were built in Batt1eford in 1907,79 and that a Post Office, Dominion
Lands Office and Court House were added there during the next few years.
But that this construction did not proceed without objection from people
in the other town is interesting.

On March 22, 1906, for instance, at

a North Battleford Board of Trade meeting a Dr. Churchill accused the
77

lhid., May 29, 1913.

78Battleford Town Council Minutes, August 9, 1904.
79
Battleford Press, March 5, 1908.
80Ibid ., March 4, 1911.
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Land Titles Office staff in Battleford of using "undue influence ft to
get sett 1ers to homestea d on te
h sout h

Sl+de 0

f t he r1ver.
.
81

Th e carge
h

was immediately refuted, but subsequent pressure for a new Land Titles
Office to be built on the north side apparently so alarmed Battleford
town fathers that on December 26, 1906 Council drafted a petition to
the government asking that it be buil t in Battleford as promised, and
as soon as possible. 82
North Battleford had an equally watchful eye when it came to
other federal buildings.
city.

In 1913 a Post Office was to be built in the

However, when word reached the community that it was to cost only

$25,000, North Battleford's Council protested officially to the Depart
ment of Public Works on the grounds that the Battleford Post Office was
a larger, more elaborate building costing $40,000.

In the words of the

local. authorities, ttCouncil prefer to have no building at all than one
costing $25,000".83
A second commitment made by the Dominion Government to Battleford
when it was bypassed by the C.N.R. was for a traffic bridge linking it
with main-line railway transportation.

This obligation was inherited

by the Province of Saskatchewan, which honored it in 1906 when $200,000
was allocated for the purpose.

Almost inevitably, though, a dispute

arose between the two towns as to where the bridge should be built.
letter from Premier Walter Scott to Mayor R. G. Speers of Battleford
throws light on the difference of opinion.

8I Ibid ., April 6, 1906.
82Battleford Town Council Minutes, December 26, 1906.

8~orth Battleford Optimist, May 8, 1913.
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Upon report of the engineers my Department decided to
locate the structure so as to have crossing towards
easterly end of larger island, in preference to
location at Ferry Landing. Former location according
to engineer's reports will cost some $10,000 less than
latter.
North Battleford people unanimously wish location
at Ferry Landing. They have represented to us that
many Battleford people would also prefer the Ferry
Landing location. We were previously led to believe
that the site chosen by the engineers was acceptable
to all Battleford citizens.
The bridge was promised Battleford people when they
were disappointed and complained that the railway was
not being built into the town as they long expected.
It is to be built in fulfilment of that promise and for
the purpose of giving the people of the town and settle
ments south of the river access to the station north of
the river.84
Battleford Council replied, confirming its unanimous support of the
crossing at the east end of the large island.
Even inconvenient railway schedules brought the accusation that
Canadian Northern officials were "deliberately attempting to make the
train service awkward tt for old town res idents.85 And spur-l ine freight
•
86
ra t es were a rea1 grIevance.
These somewhat petty examples illustrate the pervasiveness of
the rivalry between the towns.
implications were at stake.

However, deeper issues with important

Both towns aggressively agitated for branch-

line railways, competed for immigration, appealed to industry, and under
wrote tremendous public works schemes.
84

The district could support only

Battleford Press, August 21, 1906.

85Ibid ., June 7, 1905.
86Ibid ., January 10, 1907.

one large urban centre -- and these were the factors that would decide
the issue.
In the matter of railroads North Battleford had the great advan
tage of being on the Winnipeg to Edmonton main line. However, each
centre envisaged itself as the hub of feeder branch lines which, like
spokes in a wheel, would carry freight and passengers to surrounding
districts and possibly link up with other main lines eventually.

By

June of 1911 the North Battleford-Peace River line was in operation as
far as Edam, and the long-sought Prince Albert-North Battleford line was
completed from Prince Albert to Denholm. 87 Battleford, on the other
hand, had its nine mile spur to the C.N.R. bridge.

The Grand Trunk

Pacific line from Battleford to Biggar was graded from Palo to Battleford, and it was hoped that this would eventually connect with Calgary.
A charter had also been approved and lines surveyed for the Grand Trunk
Pacific from Battleford to Cutknife. The Canadian Pacific had built
a branch from Asquith to a crossing at Eagle Creek and surveys were com
plete as far as Battleford. 88 Negotiations for these and other railways
involved town land grants and a variety of concessions, and such matters
were among the major business transacted by local Boards of Trade and
89
Town Councils in the two centres from 1905 to 1913.

87North Battleford Board of Trade, North Battlefordj the Rising
Star of Northe[n Saskatchewan (North Battleford: North Battleford Board
of Trade, 1911), PP. 10-13.
88
Sa§katchewan Herald, March 4, 1911.
89The following examples indicate the extent of Battleford-s
efforts to acquire railways during this period.
(a) 'neport of Town Delegation's Interview with Canadian Pacific
Railway officials in Winnipeg". See Battleford Town Council (cont.)
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A quick look at railway statistics for the period throws light
I

on the preoccupation of

~own

officials with such matters.

As of June

I

30, 1911 there were 25,4pO miles of railway operating in Canada and
11,629 miles under construction. Of this 3,663 miles were being built
in Saskatchewan. 90 Durirg the same year $118,391,514 was added to the
total capital liability of railways in Canada, to bring the total to
$1,528,689,201.

These same railways carried 37,097,718 passengers and

Minutes, June 7 and June 11, 1906.
Delegates appointed to be sent to Ottawa to negotiate for improved
train service. See ibig., December 29, 1906.
'~eport of Executive Committee rea Canadian Northern Railway
application for lots". See iJli9.., March 22, 1909.
Special Meeting rea Grand Trunk Pacific Railway into Battleford.
See iJli9.., April 30, 1909.
(e) "Report of OOegates to Winnipeg on a Grand Trunk Pacific Branch
Line to Battleford". See .i!l!.9.., September 13, 1909.
( f) Resolution on Grand Trunk Pacific Biggar to Battleford line.
See iJli9.., Febru ary 1, 1910.
(g) "Special Report of Mayor Bennett on his Interview with Grand
Trunk Pacific Railway officials in Winnipeg". See ibid.,
October 24, 1910.
Wire sent to Grand Trunk Pacific offices inquiring about Battle
ford to Cutknife branch. See .i!l!.9.., June 19, 1911.
Special me¢ting to appoint and instruct a delegation to travel
to Ottawa on railway matters. See ibid., January 24, 1912.
The equally intense concern about railways which was felt in North
Battleford is reflected in these examples.
(a)
'~orth Battleford as a Railway Center", in North Battleford News,
September 22, 1910.
Special meeting about the railway situation. See iJli9.., September
22, 1910.
Board of Trade meeting on railways. See iJli9.., November 17, 1910.
D. M. Fi.nlayson's meeting with Canadian Northern Railway officials
about the Peace River line. See ibid., April 6, 1911.
(e) "Report of the Delegation to Ottawa regarding the Canadian
Northern Prince Albert to North Battleford 1ine". See ibid.,
May 25, 1911.
90
Canada Year Book U911), p. xxviii.
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79,884,282 tons of freight in 1911. 91

With such sums involved, with

one-half as much mileage being built as was already in operation, and
one-quarter of this being built in Saskatchewan, the interest of Battleford and North Battleford in having a share of the takings is easily
accounted for.
Homestead entries in the Battleford district

92

substantiate

the fact that large-scale immigration was closely linked to railroads
in this era before motor transport.

Down to 1902 only 506 claims had

been filed at the local land office, and during 1902 only 168 homesteads
were entered.

In 1903, however, with the arrival of the Barr COlonists

the figure jumped to 1,198; and in 1904, the route of the Canadian
Northern Railway having been definitely established, the number increased
to 1,704. The coming of the railroad in 1905 brought land entries to
3,608, and to 7,900 in 1906. 93 In April of 1906 the Battleford Land
Titles office jubilantly reported that the 1,650 entries filed there
for the month was the highest of any office in the Dominion, and sur
passed the Regina total by 120. 94

9l Ibid •
92The Batt1eford district in this sense, and as defined by
Land Office officials, included the area from range 11 to 28 (102 miles)
and from township 38 as far north as was surveyed (132 miles).
93Statistics quoted for the last three years were totalled as
of June 30th, rather than at year's end as in the preceding instances.
These figures are given in the Battleford Press, July 19, 1906.
94Ibid ., May 11, 1906.
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This trend continued until the outbreak of World War I.
figures for 1901 and 1911 tell the tale.

Census

In the Battleford district,

which comprised 34,889,994 acres north and south of the Saskatchewan
River, population mUltiplied by eight.
to 47,075 in 1911.

It jumped from 6,171 in 1901

In 1901 there were only 609 town dwellers in the

area, and they all lived in Battleford.
rural people.

There were at that time 5,562

In 1911, by contrast, 8,245 were classed as urban resi

dents and 38,830 as rural.

Battleford's population had increased to

1,335 and North Battleford had surpassed the old town with 2,105 peoPle.
Towns like Ruddell, Denholm and Meota were also thriving.

95

These figures

become more significant when considered in the context of provincial
and national growth during the same period.

The population of Saskatche

wan increased from 91,279 in 1901 to 492,432 in 1911, and that of Canada
from 5,371,315 to 7,206,643.
the Battleford district was

In other words, the rate of increase for
66~~,

for Saskatchewan 439%, and for

Canada 34.17% for that period. 96
One interesting local development in connection with the influx
of people was North Battleford's decision to build a municipal immigra
tion hall.

In early April, 1912 a deputation representing the Board

of Trade and the Heal Estate Exchange asI<:ed Council

u to

go into the

mat ter of hous ing new comers to the City as the Board of Trade found
that nearly 1,000 persons could not be accommodated in the hotels of
North Bat tleford tl the previous week.

Spokesmen for the Board of Trade

95
Canada Year Book, 1911, pp. 7 and 12.
p. 19.

96Ibid • (1911), pp. 2 and 7.

See also i!l.i.9.. (1911),
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came armed with plans for a suitable building which they asked Council
to construct and operate.

After some discussion Councilman A. D.

Pickel suggested that the town take action on the project, and erect
a forty-room tenement house on old rink lots.

At a special meeting

on April 3, 1912 Council adopted Pickel's suggestion.

Construction of

the immigration hall was to begin immediately and to cost approximately
$7,500. 97 Within a very short time, however, the project was handed
98
over to private enterprise and became the Cooper Apartment House.
In attempting to attract people, the Boards of Trade and Town
Councils in both centres sponsored vigorous promotional campaigns.
Advertisements were run in daily newspapers, special supplements were
printed, and pi.ctorial brochures publ ished.

One principal aim of the

campaign was, of course, to persuade industrial enterprise to locate
locally. Battleford officials negotiated land deals, and offered tax,
light and water concessions -- even cash bonuses -- in an effort to
attract industry.

One of the largest such deals was that made with the

Battleford Milling and Elevator Company.

By-law 104, which repealed

an earl ier one regarding town financing of the

~iill,

authorized ftthe

issue of debentures of the Town of Battleford to the amount of $12,000
for the purpose of granting a bonus of $10,000 to the Battleford Milling
and Elevator Co., Limited~99 It passed third reading in Council on
June 9, 1908.

In something over a year the wisdom of this decision was

97North Battleford Optimist, April 10, 1912.
98!!U..9.., May 15, 1912.
99Battleford Town Council Minutes, June 9, 1908 ..
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possibly being doubted, when at a special meeting on November 25, 1909
another by-law was drafted, this time "to provide for the borrowing of
$40,000 for the purpose of the operating by the Town of Battleford
either alone or in partnership of the complete property and plant
recently acquired from the Battleford Milling and Elevator Company".

100

On December 4 yet another by-law authorized "the borrowing of a further
sum of $15,000 for the purchase of grain and the operation of the Mill
and Elevator".

In a short time Council found itself caught up in nego

tiations with prospective buyers, who for a time proved elusive, and in
lOI
legal technicalities with the province over the mill.
A second major deal with happier connotations was made by
Battleford with the Laurentia Milk Company.

At a special meeting on

March 30, 1911 Council agreed to grant the firm a free site, a tenyear exemption from taxes, and electric light at the cost of production
102
for ten years.
The next year a by-law authorizing purchase of
.
104 and the
$40,000 worth of stock in the Company 103 passed unanImously
plant was in operation by May 20, 1913. 105
Battleford also offered attractive inducements to a number of
smaller businesses during this boom period.

In February of 1909 the

lOOIbid., November 25, 1909.
10I Ipid ., March 29, 1910, and January 6, 1911.
102!hi£., March 30, 1911.
103Ibid ., September 9, 1912.

10~9skatchewan Herald, October 25, 1912.
105Ibid ., May 23, 1913.
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Battleford Brick and Cement Block Company was offered five lots for
the nominal price of $2.00 a lot. 106 In June, 1911 Council agreed to
submit a by-law for $2,000 to subsidize the Battleford Iron Works
Company. 107 This was passed by the burgesses on July 24. The follow
ing October Council decided to provide a free site for a wholesale firm,
the McPherson Fruit Company, 108 and in July, 1912 gave a land grant,
power, water and light concessions and tax exemption for five years
to Lobb and Clark for a planing mill, sash and door factory and brick
109
Plant.
By these somewhat artificial measures, Battleford attempted
to attract industry and to compete with her rival across the river,
which had meanwhile acquired such businesses as the International
Harvester outlet.
The years 1905 to 1913 brought many people to the Battleford
area.

It was a time of optimism and expansion.

This short excerpt

from an editorial in the North Battleford New§ of January 20, 1910
which might easily be applied to Battleford, reflects the tenor of the
times.
Along commercial lines there are three things North
Battleford needs, settlers, railroads and industries,
and without some systematic effort to get them they
will pass by.110

l°6aattleford Town Council Minutes, February 8, 1909.
107Ibid ., June 27, 1911.
108lh!£., October 23, 1911.
109Ibid ., July 26, 1912.
llONorth Bgttleford News, January 20, 1910.

OlAPTER VIII
READY CREDIT AND PROSPERITY:

1905-1913

Energetic optimism, expansionist psychology and ready credit
propelled town authorities in Battleford and North Battleford to
underwrite elaborate municipal projects between the years 1905 and
1913.

Waterworks, sewers and electric light facilities were installed

in both centres, miles of cement sidewalks were 1 aid, fire brigades
equipped, parks landscaped, fine schools and town halls buil t.

Even

construction of a street railway connecting the two towns and of a
river power development were seriously contemplated.

From municipal

operations involving a few hundred dollars for the provision of basic
fire and police protection in 1905, town fathers in .both communities
advanced to financing in the hundreds of thousands, and such "fringe"
items as an opera hall and parks.

The great boom was fostered by the

availability of credit in the pre-World War I period.

It was slowed

by the mild recession of 1913, and ended when railway construction and
immigration ceased after the declaration of war.

North Battleford

encountered difficult days after its spending-spree, as did such other
centres as Prince Albert, Scott,

Melvill~,

Swift Current and Humboldt.

As for Battleford, when the boom bubble burst it was, quite literally,
nearly destroyed by debt.

Eastern, British and American creditors

took the town to court, and threatened to foreclose on schools and
other property in the community in an effort to recoup their investments.
179
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The boom years, the optimism and confidence of town tlboos ters' f , were
inevitably followed by a day of reckoning.
Battleford's modest expenditures as a village more than tripled
with the attainment of town status, and increased markedly thereafter
each year until war was declared.

In 1903, for example, taxes collected
by the village totalled only $325.66 and expenditures $303.31. 1 In 1904,
however, the town levied taxes to the amount of $1,1002 and in 1905
boosted this to $5,484. 3 By 1912 the changed circumstances of the town
Taxes collected that year came to $37,053.85 a~d total
town receipts to $350,083.84. 4 And in 1913 an all-time high was reached.

were startling.

Tax receipts increased to $47,929.96 despite the fact that almost as
much, $43,543.34, in uncollected taxes was outstanding from previous
years.

Total receipts for 1913 also jumped, this time by about $75,000

to reach $425,894.65. 5 Although the figures quoted for the early years
of the period being discussed do not exactly parallel those used for
1912 and 1913, the contrast is evident.

In the course of ten years

Battleford financing rose one hundred-fold.

This development is par

ticularly impressive when viewed in relation to the town's popUlation,
which at its peak in 1912 was estimated to be 2,300. 6

IBattleford Village Minutes,·December 15, 1903.
2

Battleford By-law No. 8.

3Ibid ., No. 34.
4Saskatchewan, Department of Municipal Affairs, Battleford
Financ ial .Statemen t (Arch i ves of Saskatchewan).
5!.!llS.

6Ibid •
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Meanwhile in North Batt1eford a similar trend prevailed.

From

a modest $13,700 in 1907,7 which incidentally corresponded closely to
Battleford's $12,153.13 for the same year,8 the total tax levy in the
new town outdistanced that in the older community to reach $167,305.07
9
in 1913. The climb was reasonably steady until 1912 and 1913 when a
spectacular increase occurred.

The levy for general purpose revenue

almost quadrupled in North Battleford in 1912 and more than doubled
again in 1913.

It increased from $11,170 in 1911 to $40,939.60 in 1912

to $93,395.15 in 1913. The amount required for debenture payments and
sinking fund also increased, but not as rapidly.
cation spiralled.

The budget for edu

Public school estimates rose from $7,000 in 1911

to $10,000 in 1912 to $36,000 in 1913; separate school expenditures
rose even more steeply from $1,000 in 1911 to $6,000 in 1912 to $18,000
in 1913; while high school costs ranged from $4,000 in 1911, $2,500 in
1912 and $6,000 in 1913.

In short, North Battleford's tax levy mu1ti

plied almost thirteen times in six years.

Again the i plications of

this developnent are more clearly evident when conside ed in relation
to the town's popUlation. In 1913 it was 5,868. 10
The spiralling tax rate was but one symptom of the ebullient
optimism characterizing municipal administration durin

this period.

The assessed value of property in the two townsites wa

another.

ford's assessment in 1905 was $252,911 and in 1906 $38 ,972. This

7

North Batt1eford By-law No.5.

8

Battleford By-law No. 38.

9

North Battleford By-laws Nos. 85, 122 and 166

IONorth Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchew n).

Batt1e
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inflated to $1,026,477 in 1911, $3,179,679 in 1912, and to an a1l
time record of $4,326,950 in 1913. 11 A more extreme situation pre
vai1ed in North Batt1eford. The town's first assessment, taken in
1907, stood at $1,082,000. 12 This stayed relatively constant through
1911. 13 However, in 1912 the figure quoted was five times as large
as ever before, $5,579,39714 and this figure was nearly doubled the
following year to $10,707,562. 15
The inflation of civic revenues and expenditures and of property
values was accompanied by the floating of large debenture issues for
a variety of municipal projects.

Town fathers in the two centres

began moderately but were soon swept along on a wave of prosperity.
Batt1eford's initial venture in this area was to purchase fire equip
ment and to build a hall to house it.

To this end a by-law was passed
16
Of
in mid-June of 1905 which authorized the expenditure of $2,000.

this sum, one-half was to pay for an engine and tank which had already
been ordered, the other part to erect a hall "with a tower for bell
and for drying hose and also an upper apartment that will answer for
the Council Chamber" .17 The next year a second money by-law for town

11Secretary of Batt1eford f s Special Committee to Kingsmi11,
February 8, 1924. See North Batt1eford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
12 Batt1eford Press, March 21, 1907.

1~orth Batt1eford News, January 9, 1913.
14lQ..i.9..

15Ibid ., July 17, 1913.

16Batt1eford By-law No. 29.
17'fF inance Commi t tee Report", in BattIe ford Town Council
Minutes, April 17, 1905.

183
improvements was voted, this one for $2,000 to be spent on sidewalks .18
The first large debenture issue, however, was unanimously voted in 1907.
Ninety thousand dollars was allocated for water, sewerage and lighting
facilities. 19 Of the above amount, though, only $42,000 was raised in
1908. Two years later, after encountering a series of difficulties
at the waterworks pumping station, the town engineer proposed using
different equipment -- a compressed air system which would take water
from wells within the townsite, instead of from the Saskatchewan River
as originally planned, and use electricity to run the air compressors
and pumps.

This meant that small use would be made of the equipment

on which money had already been spent.

Accordingly another by-law

authorizing the expenditure of the unspent $48,000 was passed in 1911.
This $90,000 expenditure for waterworks and lighting seems to
have been a turning point in Battleford's financial history.

In 1908

$12,000 was allocated to bonus the Battleford Milling and Elevator
Company and in 1909 an additional $18,000 was raised in order to pur
chase it.

That same year three other money by-laws were also passed

$10,000 for a park, $10,000 for sidewalks, and $5,000 for extending
the electric light line.

Things slowed down in 1910 and 1911.

An

issue of a mere $2,000 was voted by the taxpayers to bonus a local
ironworks in 1911.

But in 1912 and 1913 optimism carried the day and

18
Battleford By-law No. 45. See also Battleford Town Council
Minutes, May 29, 1906.
19
Battleford By-law No. 68. See also Batt1eford Town Council
Minutes, ~arch 25, 1907.
20
The Battleford By-laws referred to in this and the follow
ing few paragraphs are Nos. 168, 104, 122, 118, 124, 130, 180, 164,
215, 211, 212, 247 and 197.

20
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a whole series of substantial expenditures were authorized by the rate
payers.

In 1912 $18,000 was voted to build a high school, $25,000 to erect

a town hall, and $100,000 for waterworks.
continued.

In 1913 the heavy spending

That year $50,000 was earmarked for cement walks and cros

sings and $40,000 for the purchase of stock in the Laurentia Milk
Company. Several additional money by-laws were passed in 1914:

a

further $6,500 towards the high school, an additional $15,000 for the
town hall, and another $50,000 for waterworks, lighting and sewers.
These, however, may be regarded as a tapering off of spending, in so
far as the money was all authorized for the completion of projects
already begun.
The total is impressive.

During the years 1906 to 1914 $455,000

was voted by the Town of Battleford for municipal improvements.
this is not a complete picture.
boards also spent heavily.

However,

During the same years local schOOl

Battleford Public SchOOl District 71 floated

$131,000 worth of debentures, of which $125,000 was for a new centrally
located school, and St. Vital Roman Catholic School District 11 voted
$25,000 for a new school.

The area included in these schOOl districts

did not coincide with the town limits, but did include the townsite.
The schools were built in town.

This adds an additional $156,000 to

Battleford's debenture financing.
Before comparing the situation in Battleford with what was
happening simultaneously in North Battleford, it is interesting to
look at what town residents got for their money_

Possibly the project

that best symbolized community pride at the time was the construction
of the Battleford Town Hall and Opera House.

By-law 164,

u

to create
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in February, 1912 and the building was officially opened the follow
ing October 2.

Even on this auspicious occasion events did not proceed

as programmed.

As it happened, the formal opening of the Town Hall

coincided with the completion of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway line
into Battleford and arrangements had been made to have the first train
and company representatives arrive as part of the ceremony_ Unfortun
ately neither train nor railway officials appeared and the assembled
throng had to settle for an inspection of the new track across the
Grand Trunk Battle River bridge.

Attention was therefore focused exclu

sively on the Town Hall and the banquet in the second floor Opera House.
Prominently featured on the menu were t'the products of the Laurentia
Milk Co., Ltd., whose head office and manufacturing plant for Saskatche
wan is at Battleford tt • 27 After-dinner speaker Mayor J. Griese of North
Battleford sensibly emphasized the common, rather than the rival,
interests of the two Battlefords.

As he put it,

t~here

is no hatchet

to bury; but let us hope that the commendable feeling of friendly rivalry
may continue until Battleford, including one town on two sides of the
.
.
rIver,
s h a11 be t he best an db'Iggest CIty

0

f t he prOVInce.
.
..28 At the

first council meeting to be held in the new Town Hall, a large delega
tion requested the town fathers to consider bonusing a municipal hospi
29
tal.
The subsequent history of these fine quarters for the accommo
dation of town bus iness, official functions and for the production of

27
Saskatchewan Herald, October 4, 1912.
28Ibid •

29!lt.i!!., November 8, 1912.
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musicals and

c'oil1lcert~,

is tragic. Within a few years the premises were

"practically unused tt as, except for the Town Clerkfs office and the
Council Chamber, they

ft

were closed for the purpose of economy".30 This

drastic step was necessitated by Battlefordfs inability to pay either
principal or interest on its debenture issues as of 1915. Even today
the imposing brick hall wears a rather desolate air. Battleford finances
have never permitted its being properly kept up. The second floor Opera
House was but rarely used, and a fire in December, 1965 damaged the buildIng to such an extent that the town and rural municipal offices have been
temporarily moved. At present the building is being renovated.
Unfortunate vicissitudes also overtook the waterworks and light
ing project. A by-law for $30,000 was unanimously passed in September,
1906 to provide for construction of a waterowrks plant. 31 In March, how
ever, this measure was repealed and a $90,000 by-law substituted. This
32
was to cover waterworks, sewers, and a 1igb ting pI ant.
Every rate
payer in town turned out to vote, and opinion was unanimously in
favor of the project. 33 Nonetheless difficulties arose. Tenders for
the power house were opened by council in September 1907. Whereas its
34
estimated cost had been $6,000, they varied from $15,084 to $19,124.
30 '~eport of Local Government Board Inquiry re Battleford t s
Financial Difficul ties, September 21, 1922". See Dunning Papers
(Archives of Saskatchewan), p. 13934.
31 Battleford By-law No. 58.
32 Ibid ., No. 68.
33B§ttleford Pres§t March 25, 1907.
34Battleford Town Council Minutes, September 12, 1907.
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Council therefore called for less elaborate plans and new tenders and
the contract was awarded to W. J. Broley of ~ortage la Prairie the
following month. 35 By February work on the power house was finished
and the machinery installed. 36 But all was not well. The brick work
soon proved defective.

According to town electrician F. K. Martin, it

was ticrumbling and falling in all parts of the building ft , and the engine
foundation was ttbu il t on top of the ground rather than be ing placed in
a trench ft • 37 Steps were initiated to collect damages from the contrac
tor. 38 Meanwhile operating costs were proving higher than anticipated.
39 an d Nor th
. an e ff ort to economIze,
.
.
Staff an·d sa1arIes
were soon cu t In
Battleford was approached about the possibility of its buying power so
as to make the system economically feasible. 40 Nothing, however, came
of the proposal.

In fact, by July 1913 matters had been reversed.

North Battleford was selling light and power to the old town. 41
Despite these and other diffiCUlties, Batt1eford residents in
May, 1912 approved the sale of an even larger debenture issue, $100,000,
for anew powerhouse, sewers and water mains. 42 That summer the mains

35Ihi&., October 8, 1907.

36Ibid ., February 10, 1908.

37Ibid ., February 22, 1909.

38Ibid ., January 11, 1909.

39~., September 14, 1908 and February 8, 1909.
40Ibid ., November 23, 1908 and February 18, 1909.
41
Nor~h Batt1eford News, January 9, 1913.
42
Saskatchewan Herald, May 24, 1912.

189
were laid.
tested.

icially

EHrly in October, 1913 the water system

One observer jubilantly reported that in a test m de at the

hydrant on the Pos t Office corner, a stream of water gushe

forth "h igher

at least by 20 feet'f and that he water
pressure was eighty-five pounds. 43 As with the Town Hall, it was not
than the post office tower

long before Battleford's burden of debt curtailed the effi iency and
use fu Iness of the sys tern.

Funds for proper maintenance were not avail

able during the town's later financial crisis.
Civic authorities in North Battleford were equally optimistic
and expansionist-minded.

Like their counterparts in the t wn across

the ri ver they underwrote· a series of expensive and el abor te publ ic
44
works projects. From a modest beginning in 1907 with by-l ws
for a
fire-hall, sidewalks, and cemetery, which totalled al toget er only
$17,000, they careened along until in 1913 they disposed

0

$658,870

for such items as electric lighting, sidewalks, street gra ing, parks,
waterworks, a subway and high school.

As in Battleford th

project to be backed by the town was undertaken in 1909.
voted for waterworks, sewers and electric light.

first major
100,000 was

A compar tive1y small

issue of $10,000 was voted for sidewalks. No such commitm nts were
made in 1910 and only small amounts varying from $4,000 to $15,000 were
approved in 1911. These covered improvements at the exhib tion grounds,
parks, purchase of a hospital site, and construction of a

ire-hall.

43Ibid ., October 10, 1913.
44rhe North Battleford By-laws referred to in this paragraph
are Nos. 29, 28, 55, 54, 72, 73, 71, 74, 91, 92, 108, 113, 114, 125,
126, 127, 136, 137, 138, 129, 140, 141, 142, 143, 144, 167

190
In 1912, however, the demand for and provision of civic improvements
gained momentum:

$94,000 was voted for waterworks, $12,500 for street

grading and improving the exhibition grounds, $100,000 for a high
school, $59,850 for sewers, and $38,650 for cement sidewalks.
spending was reached during the first seven months of 1913.

Peak
In that

short time $60,000 was voted for the provision of electric light,
$28,500 for buildings at the exhibition grounds, $11,500 for an isola
tion hospital and Board of Trade Building, $70,000 for waterworks, an
additional $40,000 for electric light, $40,000 for trunk sewers, $70,000
for parks, $85,000 for street grading, $20,000 for a subway, another
$15,000 for the exhibition grounds, an additional $65,350 for sewers,
a further $93,520 for cement sidewalks, and $55,000 to complete the
high school.

By July, 1913 the boom had ended.

No more debentures

were issued that year and only one in 1914 and none in 1915. During
the six-year period from 1907 to 1913, $1,116,370 of debentures had
been floated by the town of North Battleford. Over and above this the
schOOl boards made heavy commitments. King Street Public School was
built in 1907.

A $150,000 Collegiate Institute was opened on November

2, 1913, and at the same time construction was under way on a second
public school -- Connaught.

In 1912 a four-room brick separate school

costing $20,000 was opened. 45
North Battleford's first major involvement in the public utili
ties field was the provision of water and electric power.

4~lcInnis,

Ope

cit., pp. 25-34.

A possible
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water shortage was one of the early problems which harassed the com
munity.
wells.

The town is located on high land where there are few good
Fortunately, as the population expanded in 1906 a good spring

was found about two miles east of town.

But as water had to be hauled

from it in wooden tanks, and as the supply was limited, this brought
only temporary relief. Meantime, expanding businesses demanded electric
power.

During the winter of 1906-1907, therefore, a number of proposals

for the production of electricity and the supplying of water were dis
cussed. Some people favored the installation of one ·system to serve
both North Battleford and Battleford.

But local rivalry, the difficulty

of taking power and water across the river, and the fact that the towns
were more than two miles apart eliminated this SOlution. Other residents
advocated offering a free site and other concessions to entice outside
capitalists to install utilities. However, after considering this
possibility, council unanimously decided that municipal ownership was
the most practical alternative.

In March, 1907 they engaged consulting

engineers, Chipman and Power of Toronto, to prepare plans and specifi
cations for lighting, waterworks and sewers adequate to meet the town's
needs for five years.

This preliminary work was done but tenders were

not called until early summer of 1909.

Construction proceeded almost

immediately under the supervision of resident engineer H. C. McMordie.
The first contracts were awarded early in July, 1909 and excavation
at the power house site was begun that same month. The firm of McManus
and Morocco was awarded the

con~ract

for laying all water and sewer

mains included in the original installation.

By late fall the power

house and pump house were up, the steel water tower

was two-thirds
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I

complbted, the force main connecting the water tower with the pump
ing plant had been laid, and the pole line for electric wires was
finished.

Only delay in the delivery of machinery for power house and

pumping station prevented the completion deadline of November 1 being
46

met.

As it was, the plant went into operation on April 15, 1910.
Prior to this municipal venture to furnish electric light

North Battleford had had a privately owned system. W. Kennealy, pro
prietor of the sixty-room Clarendon Hotel at the corner of 1st Avenue
and Main Street, bought a small plant and had his building wired for
electric light in the spring of 1907. Twelve other businesses on Main
Street were connected to Kennealyt s system, and this arrangement con
tinued until April, 1910.

At that time he generously turned his equip

ment over to the town and, as the first superintendent of light and power
in North Battleford, M. D. Cadwell, put it, "the new municipal enter
prise was started without any opposition whatever and under most favor
·
n 47
abl e CIrcumstances
•
The by-laws providing for a Board of Trade building, for improve
ments at the exhibition grounds and for parks, although less impressive
in terms of dollars than those for sidewalks and sewers, are signifi
cant from the point of view of town development.

Townspeople felt they

could afford to advertise and beautify their community and subsidize a
yearly fair.

The first such was held in 1911.

For that event a grand

stand, race track, arts building, as well as cattle, horse, hog and

46The information in this summary is taken from an article by
Cadwell, M.D., "Successful Enterprises It, in the North Battleford New§,
June 22, 1911.
47!.ti9..
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sheep stables, had been built. Outlay for land and buildings at the
48
exhibition grounds then totalled $21,191.92.
Possibly the wildest suggestion in the way of municipally
sponsored utilities given serious consideration by North Battleford
town fathers was the construction of a street railway linking the two
towns.

On August 26, 1912 the eastern firm of D. D. Fitzgerald applied

for "a franchise to construct, maintain and operate a modern standard
gauge railway and interurban railway in connection therewit h for the
49
transportation of freight and passengers tt •
After discussing such
fine print aspects of the service as passenger fares, council took a
proposed agreement to the town's taxpayers. The by-law was rejected
-- 225 to 101. 50 Undeterred, street car representatives continued dis
cussions with officials from both Battlefords, and on March 17, 1913
another proposition was submitted to council.

It met with little enthu

siasm. Meetings were held with Battleford interests, at the conclusion
of which Alderman lair of the Public Works Committee reported that the
more he thought about the construction of a street railway ttthe worse
o n • 51 And Hugh Mho
• 1 ry,
lOt looked to hlm
a er, In a spIrl°t 0 f In t er- t own rIva
0

0

emphatically stated that he ttwould not even cons ider it further unless
the barns etc., were to be on this side of the river, where the popula
tion to draw from is at least two and a half times as large as the south

4~orth Battleford Optimist, January 3, 1912.
49Ibid ., September 11, 1912.
50Ibid ., November 14, 1912.
51North
_ Batt 1e f or d News, Marc h 27 ,1 913 •
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town''.

In his opinion Battleford people wanted "the whole works", and

if construction proceeded as they planned North Battleford would find
itself nat the stub end of the line u • 52 A third street railway pro
posal was brought to council on November 20, 1913.
came of it.

53

Again, nothing

The time of grandiose spending was past.

Council had a second large project under consideration while
the street railway was being discussed.

On February 3, 1913 Alderman

Maher told council that he believed power for industrial purposes could
be produced on the Beaver and Turtle Rivers, and advocated that the
town investigate all possibilities in that direction.

His views were

supported by Alder Brehaut and referred to the Works Committee of Council
for study. 54 The following June City Commissioner Sterling and Alderman
• assesse d Beaver R·1 ver poss I·b·l··
ber th elY
C·t EngIneer
*
MaIr
I I tIes. 55 lnO
cto
was instructed to investigate the feasibility of damming the North
Saskatchewan River west of the Canadian Northern Railway bridge for
power purposes.

No report of findings seems to be available, but in

any event, the time for large municipal ventures had slipped by. North
Battleford escaped the disaster that soon overtook Prince Albert and
its power project.
While town fathers built schools, local power plant, sidewalks
and parks, and talked about street railways and industrial power pro
duction, a number of other projects were undertaken.

A by-law authorizing

52!.!U.&.

53Ibid ., November 20, 1913.

54L--bI*d., Fe bruary 6 , 1913.

55!.!U.&., June 12, 1913.
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the creation of a Public Library was passed in July, 1912

56

and the

following Maya Carnegie grant of $15,000 was received to' help with
.
57
constructIon costs.
A new hospital was also built. Negotiations
for a hospital had been initiated in 1910.

Early in 1911 the Reverend

Father Paille reported to council that the Sisters of Charity of Provi
dence would open a hospital in North Battleford that summer. 58 Three
sisters arrived on June 19, 1911 and set up temporary quarters in the
Roman Catholic rectory.

Before their arrival a by-law authorizing the

expenditure of $3,000 for property on which to build the hospital and
a $1,000 bonus for the Order was passed. 60 By July the excavation was
dug, and the sixty-bed Notre Dame Hospital was opened that fall.
The largest single item of construction undertaken in the Battlefords' vicinity during 1911 was provincially financed.

Both towns were

vitally interested in the location of the $1,000,000 North Battleford
Mental Hospital, and their agreement as to a site,is one instance of
happy cooperation.

Saskatchewan authorities acted upon the recommenda

tion of spokesmen for the two towns 61 and the institution was built near
the north end of the Saskatchewan River traffic bridge, about one-half
mile from North Batt1eford.

59North Battleford By-law No. 106.
57Nor th B
. attle f or d News, 11Kmay 8 ,1 913 •

5~orth Battleford Optimist, January 26, 1911.
59lRi&., July 13, 1911.
6ONorth Battleford By-law No. 71.
61North Battleford News, June 2, 1910.
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This boom in municipal expenditure and building was accompanied
by a spectacular increase in private and business investment in the
two communities.

A number of substantial and elegant homes were built

in the old town but in this respect North Battleford far outdistanced
its rival.

Private residences, apartment blocks, churches,

premises, hotels and banks went up almost overnight.

busines~

In the twelve

month period preceding April, 1912 more than three hundred homes were
built 62 and this trend continued for the -next year and a half. In 1913
construction reached an all-time high. The North Battleford News of
April 10 headlined local building operations and announced in heavy
bl ack type that "THE MILLION OOLLAR MARK IS IN SIGHT ff • 63 The Marlbor
ough Hotel was built on the corner of 3rd Avenue and Main Street that
year.

The four-storey brick structure, having one hundred rooms, was
financed by local businessmen. 64 The four-storey Auditorium Hotel was
also built that summer.

Its formal opening on October 21, 1913 was at

tended by seventy-fi ve gues ts who enjoyed a tlfes ti ve supper and danc
65
That same week the new Knox Presbyterian Church was dedicated.
ing tt •
Professor E. H. Oliver of St. Andrew's College in Saskatoon officiated
at the special service on October 19. 66 Martin Leinweber had meanwhile
gone ahead with his three-storey brick apartment block just down the

62North Battleford Optimist, May 15, 1912.

6~orth Battleford News, April 10, 1913.
6~orth Battleford Optimist, October 9, 1912.
6~orth Battleford New§, October 23, 1913.
66Ibid •
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street from Knox Church. 67 That summer the Western Canada Lumber Company
spent $10,000 on premises, the International Harvester Company extension
came to $40,000, the Union Supply Company addition cost $5,000 and
the Canadian Northern Railway subway about $35,000.

Local business

man J. A. Gregory spent $5,000 on his office building, H. W. Detwiller,
who had sold the Battleford Trading Company, spent $10,000 on a new
68
business block, and Convey and Sallows put $22,000 into theirs.
Possibly the best way of getting an overall picture of the con
struction boom during the summer of 1913 is to take a quick look at
the building permits which were issued.

In 1911 permits for $240,080
were made out. This figure increased to $896,910 in 1912. 69 That year
end total was almost equalled in the first seven months of 1913 when
building permits worth $761,820 were issued. 70
The demand for desirable business locations inevitably caused
real estate values to skyrocket in North Battleford.
early in 1912.

This was evident

On April 1, for instance, the Royal Bank of Canada

bought property on the corner of King Street and 1st Avenue and report
edly paid more for it than any other site had previously cost.
thirty-five foot lot sold for $15,000. 71

The

That same week Convey and

Sallows purchased two corner lots on 1st Avenue and Edward Street with
the intention of building a three-storey business block.

They paid

67North Battleford Optimist August 21, 1912 and North Battleford News, April 10, 1913.

6~orth Battleford News, April 10, 1913.
69~., January 9, 1913.

70Ibid ., August 7, 1913.

71North Battleford Optimist, April 13, 1912.
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$24,

0 for the property, and it was said to be the '\argest single real

estate deal to date't.72 The same lots had sold little more than a
month before for $14,000. 73
Extensive construction created a large demand for building
materials and the North Battleford Brick and Concrete Company was organ
ized in May, 1912.

Local businessmen W. Kennealy, J. A. Foley, W. W.

Cooper, John Wood, S. A. Ferrie and J. Martin were among those who sub
scribed $25,000 to establish the plant.

A ten~ear lease was taken out

on clay land north of the exhibition grounds and in September, 1912 the
first bricks were fired. 74
The development and expansion of private business and industry,
combined with good railway service, made North Battleford the largest
distributing centre in the area and enabled it to survive the post-war
financial crisis which crucified the old town.

But in 1913 neither

community was fully cognizant of future financial problems.

There were

assuredly signs of "tight money" and a mild recession, but prospects
seemed bright.

This optimism persisted into 1914 and is well illustra

ted by the discovery of oil near Battleford that spring.

On May 29,

1914 the Saskatchewan Herald excitedly reported that oil had been
found nine miles west of town.

The subsequent rush to file claims at

the local land office so overwhelmed its staff that the Mounted POlice
were called in to maintain order.

In one hour some 10,000 acres were

leased. Within a week the Battleford Gas and Oil Company was organized

72Ibid •

73lli!!.

74 Ibi9 ., May 29, 1912 and September 4, 1912.
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by W. W. Livingstone, F. G. Atkinson, M. Hunter, C. T. Cluff, E. Wright
and Dr. H. E. Ewart of Battleford.

It was capitalized at $150,000

and backed by French, Winnipeg and Vancouver money.75 Within two weeks
a second Battleford oil company was formed 76 and North Battleford men,
not be outdone, likewise organized an oil company.77
The remnants of energetic optimism, expansionist psychology,
and available credit, which characterized the years 1905 to 1913,
spilled over into 1914 but the great period of municipal growth, private
investment, and grandiose construction was ended.

75
Saskatchewan Herald, May 29, 1914.
76Ibid ., June 12, 1914.

77Ibid ., June 5, 1914.

EPILOGUE
The City of North Battleford and the Town of Battleford are
primarily rural service centres which developed to meet the demand
for goods and services from the surrounding trade area.

The fact

that this area was the same for both communities explains the econo
mic condition basic to the rivalry between them in the period from
1905 to 1913.

By 1912, however, when Battleford finally got the main

line railway connection via Biggar, which might have enabled it to
compete effectively, North Battleford was already established, if
not acknowledged, as the major trade centre for the district.

Its

dominance has continued.
This hard economic reality, coupled with Battleford's gigantic
municipal expenditures in 1912 and 1913, almost killed the town in
the next decade.

By 1915 its financial position was sufficiently

perilous that on the advice of the Bank of British North America the
town fathers invited the firm of Godfrey, Heathcote & Nicholl, char
tered accountants of Indian Head and Prince Albert, to make an apprai
sal of the situation, point out errors in the town's financial policy
and suggest remedies.

There was, however, little to suggest.

report of November, 1915 the firm stated:
We find that from a Municipal standpoint, the Town of
Battleford, like so many other Western communities, is
at present suffering from the over-optimism of past
200

In its
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Town Councils, Boards of Trade and School Boards,
which led to what would in the light of present
economic conditions, be looked upon as reckless
extravagance.l
In this spirit of "reckless extravagance" the town had issued deben
turesto the extent of $451,000 between 1907 and 1914.

These had been

sold at a discount of $60,546.50, a loss of 13.41%.2 Battleford's
inability to make payments on either principal or interest in 1915 and
!916 resulted in an agreement on October 17, 1916 between the town and
its creditors' trustee, Wood, Gundy & Company of Toronto. 3 In a little
over four years the town failed to pay $58,270.34, as provided for
4
in the agreement, and Wood, Gundy & Company reigned as trustees.
Accordingly the Local Government Board investigated Battleford's posi
tion in 1921 and again in 1922. The prognosis was not encouraging.
The town's debenture debt had increased from $451,000 in 1914 to
5
$487,280 in 1917, to $552,256 in 1920 and $583,336 in 1921. Over
and above this was interest accumulating on the $131,000 owed by the
Public School District in 1914, and the $25,000 outstanding against
the St. Vital Roman Catholic School District.
town's assessment dropped.
$860,876 in 1922.

At the same time the

From $3,979,646 in 1914 it declined to

But, and this was even more relevant, only a small

part of this yielded any revenue.

In 1922 only 448 out of the 1,720

lGodfrey, Heathcote & Nicholl, ''Town of Batt1eford, Saskatchewan.
Report of Financial Investigation" (November, 1915). See Batt1eford
File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
2

ttReport of Local Government Board Inquiry re Battleford's
Financial Difficulties" (September, 1922). See Dunning Papers, p. 13919.
3Ibid ., p. 13903.

4Ibid ., p. 13918.

5Ibid •
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taxpayers on the roll were making any attempt to pay taxes.

6

Quite

a number had simply disappeared. In 1922 only $22,204.52 was paid
in taxes. 7 In a desperate attempt to meet its creditors' demands
the town realized $284,985 by tax sale in 1919. This, however, was
but a temporary palliative.
8
$46,888 in 1920.

Proceeds from the same source fell to

By 1922 Battleford was almost unrecognizable. The bright
optimism of 1912 and 1913 had vanished 1ike so many del inquent, non
resident taxpayers. The town hall on the hill stood "practically
unused" as there was no funds to keep it up.

The Alexander McDonald

Companyts large wholesale warehouse, which had originally cost $30,000,
was empty and its demolition had begun.

Between 1914 and 1920 fifty-

one buildings were moved fronl the townsite.

In 1921 the Hudson's Bay

Company s tore was des troyed by fire and was not rebu il t. The Court
House employed ten people in 1922, the Land Titles Office four, and the
Dominion Land Office was still open. The only industries in Battieford
were an elevator, flour mill and creamery.9 Although houses were in
demand and were all occupied, their value had declined drastically.
According to the Local Government Board inquiry, one home which had
cost $10,000 to build in 1913, with one hundred foot frontage, sold
for $2,500 cash in 1922. Another which had cost $12,500 to build was
purchased for $3,000, payable at $50 a month. IO In commenting upon
declining property values in Battleford, the town's mountainous burden

6Ibid ., p. 13921.

7Ibid ., p. 13925.

8Ibid ., p. 13951.

9Ibid ., p. 13934.

10Ibid., p.

13935~

203
of debt, and its future financial position the Local Government Board
inquiry stated:
The railway facilities of its chief competitor, the
city of North Battleford, are excellent, while those
of Battleford are quite the reverse. It has only a
semi-weekly service of mixed trains to Biggar, and a
similar service to Carruthers on the C.N.R •• Mail
is transferred from North Battleford by stage, and
freight and express semi-weekly by way of Battleford
Junction, a rail distance of 14 miles (the actual
distance by road being about 4 miles) which means that
all of the express, and a great part of the freight from
main 1ine points for Battleford must be transported by
trucks from North Battleford. These conditions consti
tute a large factor in the commercial decline of this
town, and there does not appear to be any prospect of
improvement in this respect.ll
The Board concluded that Battleford could not conceivably pay its
debts, and that it was therefore "useless to make an order adjusting,
°
° I
or re-arranging
t h e fOInanCla

.. 12
0 bOO
lIgatIons.

This report solved nothing.

Eastern, American and British

creditors continued to press Battleford for money which it could not
raise ..

Eventually, they sued. Writs against the town and schOOl dis
tricts were filed in Regina on March 24, 1924. 13 A judgment for

$151,302.17 was entered against the town, $91,394.38 against the public
schOOl district, and $15,870.30 against St. Vital school district.

As

town clerk H. C. Adams pointed out, payment of these amounts was impos
sible.

It would have necessitated imposing a rate of 639 mills on

public school and 519 mills on Catholic school supporters, and have
chased the remaining resident tax-payers beyond the town limits. 14

IIIbid., p. 13933.

12 Ibid ., p. 13936.

13Saskatoon Star, March 24, 1924.

~
dR
·
14Adams to vecretary
o·f t he Loca 1 Government Boar,
eglna,
October 15, 1924. See Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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In taking Battleford to court and making of it an example,
creditors hoped to influence other debt-ridden Saskatchewan communities.
The threat that all property in town would be confiscated was alarming.
A letter from the town clerk to Deputy Minister J. J. Smith in the
Department of Municipal Affairs illustrates the seriousness with which
this eventuality was regarded.

He wrote asking about the "possibility

of remedial legislation at the coming Sess ion to prevent the confisca
tion of all property such as must surely happen under the rates imposed
by the Sheriff ft .15 As well, credi tors also hoped to persuade the pro
vincial government to guarantee municipal debts, on the grounds that
the publicity reSUlting from Battleford's bankruptcy would be detri
mental to Saskatchewan credit. This the government declined to do.
Meanwhile correspondence and meetings between provincial,
municipal and bondholders' representatives continued until a compromise
arrangement was reached in 1925. The town's debt, which then came to
about $986,000, was cut back by two thirds.

The original debentures

were converted into registered stock and regular payments under the
supervision of the Local Government Board agreed upon. So long as
Battleford's popUlation was less than 3,000, an annual payment of $6,100
was to be made for thirty-five years. 16 The town met this obligation
from 1924 to 1939. That year, however, it paid only half the amount,
and missed 1940 entirely.

Again the Local Government Board stepped in

and authorized the town to make half payments.

This was done until

l5Adams to Smith, November 3, 1924. See.i.!U.9..
16
Battleford By-law No. 444.
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1959, when its books were cleared. 17
Battlefordts financial history from 1905 to 1959 is obviously
the kind of material from which Aesop might have fashioned a fable.
The aftermath of its pre-1914 spending spree was, to say the least,
sobering.

In discussing why such a situation came about several factors

must be considered. The period was one of extremely rapid development
and growth.

Railways, settlers and industry came to change the face

of the land, and Battleford people caught the raging fever of optimism,
of aggressive expansion and elaborate building schemes, which accompanied
the condition. Moreover, Battleford was carried away by narrow rivalry
with North Battleford.

In what became essentially a fight for survival

the old town played its aces and lost. That an element of financial
naivety was exhibited is indisputable, and yet, even as late as 1924,
local people believed that there had been good and sufficient reason
for having undertaken such heavy commitments. According to the Saskatche
wan Herald;
When waterworks and sewers were installed the Grand
Trunk Pacific had a line surveyed from Saskatoon to
Battleford which was to have been made its Transcon
tinental line by carrying on the Cut Knife branch to
W~inwright. The provincial government guaranteed the
b~nds for the branch and also $150,000 to make Battle
ford a divisional point. Tenders for construction were
to have been opened August 16, 1914, but the war put a
stop to railway building.18
The theory that a cl ique of expans ionist-minded tfboomsters It temporarily
acquired control of town affairs in 1911 was also later propounded. 19

17Information from L. Pleasance, Town Clerk of Battleford.
18
Saskatchewan Herald, November 29, 1924.
19Secretary of Battlefordts Special Committee to Kingsmill,
February 8, 1924. See Battleford File (Archives of Saskatchewan).
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According to this schoOl of thought, a conservative class of people
having homes and businesses in the community had dominated council
until 1910.

But this changed with the prospect of good railway ser

vice and the purchase of 1,200 lots by the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway
Development Company.

At that point the ttboomsters" took over. Under

their administration the assessment quadrupled, the townsite was extended
by 5,530 acres, and town commitments sky-rocketed. This point of view
gains credibility when it is noted that in 1914, when construction
ceased, the population declined to 1,200.

By 1924 a large number of

those who had owned property at the climax of the boom just before the
war seemed to have van ished.

Des pi te this, however, the charge that

such a cl ique was fully responsible cannot be substantiated. The fever
was general.

In 1912, for example, two-thirds of the burgesses peti
20
tioned for the construction of the $100,000 water and light system.

The vote on many of the big money by-laws was practically unanimous.
That the town supported council's program during these years seems evident.
During the same period, as has been shown, North Battleford
was indUlging in even more elaborate public works schemes.
brakes were being applied to the program.

But in 1913

Nothing came of the street

railway or river development proposals. When residents petitioned
council to build a hockey rink costing approximately $10,000 in 1913,
'~ost

of the council favored the rink, but several were of the opinion

that it would hurt the credit of the city if debentures were put on the
market at the present time to secure money for this purpose ...21

A com

mittee was appointed to investigate and the rink failed to materialize.

20Batt1eford Town Council Minutes, April 30, 1912.
21 North Batt1eford News, October 30, 1913.
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In many quarters a new questioning of large civic expenditure
was heard.

An editorial in the fall of 1913 reflects this trend.

The present year has seen a period of financial
stringency unequalled in many respects in the last
dozen seasons. ~lany have fel t that during such a
period of monetary tightness our council ought to
have exercised greater care in curtailing expenses
as well as the necessary vision to forestall any
undue interference with our local improvement pro
gram by selling at right prices and in the right
way enough of our bonds to tide them over any try
ing period.22
By year's end dissatisfaction with the management of city finances was
vocal and organized.

The North Battleford Ratepayers Association was

created in November, 1913, with Dr. R. N. Glass as president, E. J.
Wilkins vice-president, and S. Chivers-Wilson as secretary-treasurer.
The association demanded that no liabilities for new public improvements
be incurred unless funds were available to cover their cost, and that
no assessments for such improvements be made until the contracts were
let. 23
Due to the copious and severe criticism of the handling of
financial matters, the Ratepayers' Annual Meeting in 1913 was possibly
the most explosive ever held in North Battleford. The

~

headlined

its covering story, "HUNDRED TURNED AWAY FROM ANNUAL MEETING".24 The
Lyr ic Theatre was packed.

Ci ty pol icy on bond issues, changes in as ses

sment, and property prices was hotly debated. The reSUlt, of course,
was a hard-fought civic election.
of the city's past administration.

22lh!&., October 23, 1913.
24Ibid •

J. A. Foley ran for mayor on behalf
"He defended commission government,

23 Ibid ., November 27, 1913.
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safe legislation and a forward municipal movement", and described the
Ratepayers·t Association as "an unfair, hidden cliquely organization u •
His opponent was H. C. Klaehn on the ratepayers' ticket.
with 341 votes to Klaehn's 243.

25

Foley triumphed

But the North Battleford News noted

that part of his success could be attributed to the money, organization
and cars which he had at his disposal.
mittee rooms.

Klaehn did not even open com

Of the aldermen elected at that time at least three -

W. R. Mair, Hugh Maher and H. G. Sheldrake -- were Foley supporters.

M. Henderson was a Ratepayers' candidate. The status of J. S. McCutcheon
and H. B. Thomas is not clearly designated in the newspaper accounts.

26

The agitation of the North Battleford Ratepayers' Association
did not, however, end with the election.

It charged that city officials

had withheld an itemized statement of municipal receipts and expenditures,
and petitioned for a re-audit of the city's books.

Its members also

held back enough taxes in 1914 to oblige the council to borrow from
capital funds.

As a reSUlt, the firm of O. J. Godfrey of Indian Head

was asked to make a special audit of the period from October 31, 1912
to March 1, 1915.

City officials were exonerated. The auditors stated

that the City of North Battleford was "extremely fortunate in its
officials" and commented "that in very few re-audits, is SO little
found that can be complained of".27
The great spending spree was, nonetheless, over.

Only one

26 Ibid •
25L-bl·d., Decem ber 4 ,1 9 1 3 •
27
Godfrey, O. J., "City of North Battleford. Report on
Re-Audit" (June, 1915), p. 10. See North Battleford File (Archives of
Saskatchewan) •
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by-law of $55,000 to complete the high school was voted in 1914.

28

This brought the total debentures on which money was owing to $1,116,370.
29
Altogether the city's debt was $1,119,279.
No more securities were
issued until 1916, and these were all for small, specific items
an incinerator, weigh scales, real estate, store houses, teams, and
30
a fire alarm system -- and were for very exact amounts.
The by-law
for weigh scales, for instance, authorized a precise expenditure of
$467.17. 31
CarefUl, close management kept the city solvent. The 1916
debenture issues were paid off by 1920. That year $22,500 was author
ized for electric light. 32 But by 1922 the total outstanding on
debenture principal and interest had been whittled down to $1,067,284.
This line was held throughout the 1920's and 1930's.

33

In 1940 $933,459

was owed by the town, $25,304 by the Public School Board and $12,636
by the Separate School Board. 34 Strict economy also helped.

After

World War I, for example, in an effort to cut maintenance costs the
North Battleford Collegiate Institute was closed and high school classes
transferred to Connaught School.
the building reopened. 35

Not until the fall term of 1925 was

2fL

-North Battleford By-law No. 167.

29"North Bat tleford Financial Statement 1913".
and 207.

3ONorth Battleford By-laws Nos. 208, 209, 210, 211, 213, 212,
3I Ibid ., No. 210.

32!!ll.9.., No. 303.

33·Worth Battleford Financial Statement, 1922".
34--1-.,
Ib · d I 940 •

35McInnis, ope cit., p. 26 •
...,
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To examine civic development in any detail through the late
1920's, the depression of the 1930's, the war years of the

1940t~,

or

the boom period since the war lies beyond the scope of this thesis.
Su ffice it to no te that no further publ ic improvemen ts were au thor ized
in Bat tleforci un til Se ptember 29, 1954. As of that date, some forty
years after its last publ ic works undertaking, Battleford found itself
once again in a position to issue debentures for the construction of
sewers and water mains.

Burgesses then authorized $18,835 to be spent

.
36
on the proJect.
This was followed by a series of by-laws, passed

in the three-year period 1956 to 1959, authorizing construction of
·
I sewer an d. water maIns
. • 37 None
a dd 1·tIona
sums amounting to more than $14,000.

0f

.
1 ve d
t hese, however, Invo

Although the total expenditure

was small, these debentures are significant as indicating the town had
not only survived its burden of debt, but was once more ready, in a
small way, to build and to grow.
North Battleford, as was stated earlier, stood on more solid
economic foundations.

When the reverses of post World War I years fell

upon the city, it was already established as a distribution centre for
the surrounding rural area, and had good railway connections and compara
tively substantial wholesale and retail outlets.

Therefore, the careful

economy of its officials enabled the ci ty to continue to develop.

Even

during the late twenties and Udirty" thirties an occasional money by
law was voted for necessary improvements.

On June 23, 1930, for

36Battleford By-law No. 593.
37Ibid ., Nos. 596, 611, 614,.615, 624 and 625.
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$25,283 was authorized for the construction of a sewage disposal
works. 38 And in 1939 a program for the hard surfacing of streets was
begun. 39 But history seemed to repeat itself when a second tfboom"
gained momentum in 1948 and 1949. At that time $125,000 was voted for
a new steel water storage tank, 40 $48,000 for schools, 41 and $123,000
for sewer and water mains. 42 In the years since then North Battleford
has grown very rapidly, a new city hall, schools, miles of sidewalks,
and chain stores having been built and new residential subdivisions
opened up.
This current boom, however, has been characterized by an inter
est in long range planning which was absent between 1905 and 1914.

The

rivalry between Battleford and North Battleford, the location of business
premises and their juxtaposition with residential areas, and the desire
of town and city officials to provide the best services for the whole
area -- rural and urban -- prompted publication of a DevelOPment Plan
for the Battlefords Report by the Community Planning Branch of the
Saskatchewan Department of Municipal Affairs. 43 One point stressed in
this report is of particular relevance to this thesis.

The period of

rivalry between the two centres is past. The time for amalgamation is

3~orth Battleford By-law No. 414.
I

39 Ib1"d.• , No •521
•

40--19..
Ib " , N0 • 601.

4l!hi[., No. 610.

42!hi[., No. 614.

43Department of Municipal Affairs, Community Planning Branch,
A Development Plan for the Battlefords Report (Regina: 1966).
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at hand. The report states:
It is apparent that if the two communities are
to continue as separate municipalities, the Town
of Battleford will remain relatively dormant, its
standards of services will be lower than that of
the City of North Battleford, and it will be unable
to attract development other than that of a rela
tively low investment, and relatively poor quality.
Physically however, it will be an integral part of
the larger community; it will be linked to the City
of North Battleford by a new first-class bridge
across the river, and many of its residents will con
tinue to earn their living and do their shopping in
the city. Political amalgamation would give recogni
tion to the fact of phys ical and economic interde
pendence, and would provide the prospect of raising
the standard of development in the town to the equi
valent of that in the city. Amalgamation could bring
to the two communities some of the advantages which are
inherent in a unified administration and a larger muni
cipal population.44
The report goes on to discuss such matters as taxes, the provision
of fire and police protection and other services, and future urban
development if amalgamation were effected.

The major argument for

such a step, according to the report, is in the field of planned
development.
Without amalgamation the growth of population will
probably occur almost entirely in the city. Under
these conditions the subdivision of new residential
land and the programming of services will be mainly
a city phenomenon. With amalgamation however, it
would be possible for a concerted effort to be made
to develop the south side of the river through the
subdivision of land, provision of services and zon
ing and planning techniques. The encouragement of
growth in the town could only be possible if there
was a single urban municipality and would in fact
be the greatest advantage which would flow from the
amalgamation of the town and the city into a single
municipal unit.45

44 Ibid ., p. 45.

45Ibid ., p. 55.
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North Battleford, it is contended in the report, would also gain.
Amalgamation would permit "logical planning and development of indus
trial sites.

It would also permit the planning on a rational basis

of all other land uses in the urban complex.

This would include devel

opment of the river valley, location of highway commercial uses, encour
46
agement of other business locations in the town, and so on tt •
From the tenor of this report another transition seems to be
at hand.

The long standing Battleford-North Battleford rivalry is

ended and Mayor Griese's vision of "one town on two sides of the river tt
appears likely to became a reality in the not too distant future.

46 Ibid •
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