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"What a world of hope may be buried in a single grave. tI 

Lord Lytton 

Inscription on Davints monument in Beechwood Cemetery, 

Ottawa 
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PREFACE

In 1889 Nicholas Flood Davin published a small collection 

of poetry entitled An Epic of the Dawn and other Poems in the 

preface to which he acknowledged, but did not apologize for the 

many imperfections in the work, since it was the product of 

"stray moments in a busy, and, for some twelve years, a turbulent 

life." This present work, too, has been the product of stray 

moments in a reasonably busy life, but unlike Davin I feel I 

must apologize for the undoubted imperfections which, even had 

there been more stray moments, could probably not have been 

entirely eliminated. 

That the work does not contain even more defects is due 

in large measure to those many friends to whom I must at times 

have appeared as a veritable reincarnation of Davin himself, 

but who nevertheless gave generously and sympathetically of their 

time in comment, discussion, and criticism. The debt lowe to 

others is not less sincerely acknowledged if I mention specifi

cally Mr. A.R. Turner, the Provincial Archivist of Saskatchewan, 

and Mr. J.H. Archer, formerly Saskatchewan Legislative Librarian, 

whose counsel and assistance were frequently sought and freely 

given. 

I wish also to express my sincere thanks to Professor Lewis 

H. Thomas, formerly of the Department of History, University of 

Saskatchewan, Regina Campus, whose interest in the progress of 
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this study at all stages of research and writing went far beyond 

the normal demands of his duty as faculty adviser. His esteemed 

and encouraging friendship has been as valuable to me in this 

undertaking as his careful and scholarly criticism. 

I should also acknowledge my appreciation of the attitude 

of both the older and younger members of my family who, over 

the past few years, have come to regard "Mr. Davin" almost as 

a member of the household, and his name itself a sufficient ex

planation for a variety of my own shortcomings. 

To these and to Mrs. Kay Sedgewick who typed the manuscript, 

I offer my thanks, and at the same time, of course, exonerate 

them from any responsibility. 

Regina, Saskatchewan C.B.K. 
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PROLOGUE 

THE FAIR AND JUST DEMANDS 

The earliest demand by the people of the Canadian North-

West to be represented in the Parliament of Canada was expressed 

during the agitation which accompanied the birth of Manitoba in 

1869-70. That~minutive province, with its bicameral legis

lature, its two ~enators, and its four members in the House of 

Commons, possessed a political apparatus more than adequate for 

the needs of the 12,000 people who comprised its population in 

1870. In sharp contrast to all this were the rather casual and 

simple constitutional arrangements for the North-West Territories, 

which lay to the north, to the west, and to the east of Manitoba. 

This vast and sparsely settled region was to be governed under 

the provisions of ~ Temporary Government Act of 1869 which, 

in its original conception, was to have formed the basis for 

the administration of all the North-West, including what was now 

Manitoba. As the Act was applied, the Lieutenant-Governor of 

Manitoba assumed the additional responsibilities of Lieutenant-

Governor of the North-West Territories, and he and his North-

West Council, first appointed in 1872, functioned as both the 

executive and legislative authority in the North-West until 

1876. 1 

In 1875 Parliament passed The North-~ Territories Act 

which continued the authority of a Lieutenant-Governor and 

1 Lewis H. Thomas, The Struggle for Responsible Government in 
~ North-West Territories, 1870-22, Toronto, 1956, Chapters 
One and Two. 
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Council, but provided in addition that as soon as an area of 

not more than 1,000 square miles contained an adult voting popu

lation of 1,000 persons, an electoral district could be 

established to return one member to the Council, and as soon as 

the Council consisted of twenty-one elected members, it would 

become a legislative assembly. From 1876 until 1888, then, the 

government of the North-West Territories was conducted by a 

Lieutenant-Governor assisted by a Council which, after 1881, 

consisted of both elected and appointed members. In 1888 the 

Council became the Legislative Assembly of the North-West 

Territories. 

The Liberal government which introduced The North-~

Territories Act in 1875 seems to have given no thought to future 

development in the Territories other than by providing for an 

expanding system of local but limited self-government. The 

questions of federal representation or of provincial status for 

the Territories were not touched upon in the bill, although these 

matters were raised in debate. Mr. D.A. Smith, the Conservative 

member for Selkirk is reported in Hansard as having said that: 

He had not noticed from the explanations 
given that there was any intention to give 
a representation to the North-West at 
Ottawa. Without some such provision he 
did not see how the North-West could have 
a voice in the legislation of this Dominion, 
and he strongly contended that there should 
be at least one member to represent its 
interests here. It would give a great deal 
of satisfaction in this country, and he 
thought it would be at least a matter of 
justice to the North-West. 2 

2 H.C.D., Mar. 12, 1875, p. 660. 
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Similarly, David Mills, a Liberal member who was to become the 

Minister of the Interior in October, 1876, drew attention to 

the matter of provincial status and federal representation: 

There was another matter it seemed to 
him ought not to be disregarded; and 
that was the terms and conditions under 
which these people would ultimately be 
formed into a Province. It would be 
better that the people who settled that 
territory should know beforehand the 
terms and conditions under which they 
would become an organized part of the 
Dominion. He saw no objection, when 
the population became sufficiently large, 
to allowing that territory to be repre
sented in the Dominion Parliament before 
it was organized into a province. 3 

No action was taken on either suggestion, and in the minds of 

the western population, the omission was to grow over the years 

until it reached the proportions of an injustice. 

The North-''West Territories A£...t had given the Council power 

to legislate on matters of local interest such as taxation for 

local purposes, property and civil rights in the Territories, 

the administration of justice, public health, and highways. The 

federal government, on the other hand, on behalf of a Parliament 

in which the Territories were unrepresented, exercised juris

diction over such aspects of national policy as immigration, 

public lands and other natural resources, railways, the tariff, 

Indian affairs, and the Mounted Police, and in addition possessed 

the power of disallowing territorial legislation. Moreover, the 

indefinite triangular relationship of the Governor, his Council, 

3 ~., p. 661. Mills had raised a similar question in the 
House much earlier. See H.C.D., April 25, 1870, c. 1178. 
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and the federal government proved in practice to be both awk

ward and unsatisfactory. Thus the settlers, who began to arrive 

in small but significant numbers by the early 1880's, found 

their political rights somewhat circumscribed. Restricted on 

the one hand to a form of local self-government limited in both 

the extent of its powers and of its popular representation, and 

on the- other hand, denied representation in the House of Commons, 

the western settlers consequently lacked any effective voice in 

the formation of those policies by which their destinies were 

controlled. 

In the years immediately following the acquisition of the 

Territories by the Dominion, the pattern of settlement changed 

but slowly. It is estimated that in 1871 there were upwards of 

1,000 souls, exclusive of Indians, scattered throughout the 

4small mission settlements and trading posts of the North-West. 

These were augmented by the migration of M~is from the Red River 

and of venturesome whites (chiefly from Ontario) until by the 

mid-decade settlements such as Prince Albert and Battleford could 

claim to be rapidly growing communities, and by 1883 the Edmonton 

5
district could boast of a population of over 1,000. It was the 

1880's that saw the beginning of more rapid settlement of the 

North-West, and with the construction of the Canadian Pacific 

Railway through the sQuthern prairies new settlements appeared 

at Moosomin, Regina, Moose Jaw, Maple Creek, Medicine Hat, and 

4 George F.G. Stanley, The Birth of Western Canada, London, 
1936, p. 177 and p. 187. 

5 Ibid., pp. 183-184. 
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Calgary. 

Only one elected member was returned to the North-West 

Council in 1881, but in 1883 five more electoral districts were 

added, and this number was steadily increased in 1884, 1885, 

1886, and 1887. 6 By 1885 three of the four Provisional Districts 

into which the Territories had been divided in 1882 contained a 

population of 28,192 exclusive of Indians compared to the 1881 

population of 5,400, and this figure was to be almost doubled 

7
by 1891. 

A significant attribute of civilization which appeared in 

the North-West almost simultaneously with the settlers themselves 

was a vigorous, outspoken. and ably edited newspaper press. The 

Saskatchewan Herald was established at Battleford in 1878; the 

Edmonton Bulletin appeared in 1880; the Macleod Gazette and the 

Prince Albert Times were first published in 1882. Others followed 

amongst which were the Regina Leader (1883), the QutAppelle 

Vidette and the Moosomin Courier (1884), and the Regina Journal 

(1886).8 

It was the newspapers which first voiced the demands of the 

settlers for representation in Parliament. In 1880 the Saskat

chewan Herald reminded its readers that: 

The time is ••• approaching when 
the Territories should be granted re
presenta tion in the Canadian Par-Li amen t., 

6 Ibid., p. 192. 

7 Thomas,~. ~., p. 104. 

8 Ibid., p. 88 and pp. 
Territorial Press in 
Saskatoon, 1951. 

104-106. See 
the Region of 

also Earl G. Drake, tiThe 
Present-Day Saskatchewan," 
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Indeed, we believe it would to-day be 
a great gain to the Dominion to have 
a member from the Territories in the 
House of Commons. 9 

The following year the editor of the Edmonton Bulletin, noting 

that the population of his district was, according to the recent 

census, too small to warrant a representative on the North-West 

Council, went on to say: 

But this population of over 2,000 
in the Upper Saskatchewan are surely 
entitled to some say in the affairs of 
their own country, and, ~s we are princi
pally governed from Ottawa, to Ottawa our 
representative should be sent. 

He concluded by asking: 

Why should not the settlers of the North 
West -- the men on whose individual 
energy and ability the future of the 
dominion so much depends -- have a voice 
in dominion jffairs as well as the ani
mated parts of the machinerr of eastern 
mills or tobacco factories? 0 

By 1883 the Westerners' argument for representation had crystall

ized and was expressed in these terms by the editor of the 

Saskatchewan Herald: 

From-the important part which [the 
Territories] are playing in the history 
of the country, and the benefits they 
are conferring on the other sections of 
the Dominion, they are justly entitled 
to representation in the House of Commons. 
They pay into the national treasury a large 
sum annually in customs and excise duties; 
for having no manufactures in operation 
they have everything to buy. The distance 
that separates them from the Eastern Pro
vinces, in which the tariff compels them 

9 Feb. 23, 1880, liThe Administration of the North-West.'" 

10 Jan. 31, 1881, "Representation." 
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to buy instead of leaving them free to 
visit nearer markets, also, the heavy 
freight rates they have to pay, acts as 
an additional tax of no light nature, 
the chief benefit of which is reaped by 
the merchants and manufacturers of the 
east. The Dominion Government also de
rives a large revenue from the sale of 
land and coal and timber limits, most 
of which, so far, have been disposed of 
in such a way as to be of no direct 
practical benefit to the Territories;ll 

Also by 1883 the North-West Council, which now included six 

elected members, was adding its voice to the growing demand for 

representation at Ottawa, a memorial being passed, the sixteenth 

article of which read: 

Your Memorialists believe that the success 
of the North-~ Territories is of such 
importance to the whole Dominion that the 
time has arrived when representation for 
the Territories should be had in Parlia
ment, at the present time the people of 
the North-West are without representation 
of any kind, and have to depend solely on 
Petitions and Memorials to make their 
wants known. 1 2 

This memorial was referred to in the House of Commons the follow

ing year by Hr. M.C. Cameron, a Liberal member for the Ontario 

constituency of Huron, who made a shrewd political assessment of 

its validity as an unquestionably accurate expression of wide

spread territorial opinion by pointing out that four-fifths of 

the members of the North-West Council were ufriends of the Govern

ment," and therefore "they surely cannot want to embarrass the 

Government, and one cannot help but coming to the conclusion that 

11 Har. 17, 1883, "An Equalized Franchise." 

12 N.W.C. Journals, Sept. 19, 1883, p. 42. 
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there must be some foundation for their complaints."13 Memorials, 

nevertheless, were not regarded as the most effective means of 

eliciting action from the remote federal government; the editor 

of the Prince Albert Times decLared flatly that without represent

ation in Parliament and the cabinet, the Territories would "never 

obtain [their] substantial rights."14 

It would thus appear that the demand for federal represent

ation of the Territories was widespread by 1883. Indeed, the 

editor of the Saskatchewan Herald, in the issue of November 24, 

1883, wrote: 

We notice with pleasure that every news
paper in the Territories is in favour of 
having Parliamentary representation ex
tended to the North-West Territories, and 
that not a few of the leading eastern 
journals acknowledge the justice of our 
demands. l S 

Federal representation was not only a subject for memorials 

from the North-West Council and editorials in local newspapers; 

the settlers themselves undertook to lay their views personally 

before the government at Ottawa, and delegations were sent east 

for that purpose. One such delegation from Regina included 

amongst its members the editor of the Regina Leader who, his 

paper reported, had stayed over in Ottawa and had put Regina's 

case to Ministers, members, and senators alike so that "everybody 

from the grave statesman to the belle of the last ball, holds 

13 H.C.n., Mar. 27, 1884, Vol. II, p. 1143. 

14 Sept. 19, 1883, "Our Wants and Our Grievances." 

IS "Representation in Parliament." 
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that we must have representation."16 However, in spite of en

dorsation by the belle of the last ball, the grave statesmen 

decided that representation could not be granted until further 

study had been given to the matter, and this limited success of 

the delegation showed conclusively, the Leader asserted, 

••• that if we wish to obtain what is 
our due, we must not content ourselves 
with a mere dumb shew, [sic] but must 
give evidence that we are fully alive 
to all that pertains to our interests 17 
as an important portion of the Dominion. 

By March of 1884 a note of bitterness becomes apparent in 

the Territories as the Prince Albert Times thundered the ancient 

battle-cry of the unrepresented: 

We presume that the descendants of men 
who wrested from the hands of grasping 
monarchs the safe-guards of their rights 
and liberties contained in ~Magna Carta' 
-- Bill of Rights -- Grand Remonstrances 
-- Habeas Corpus -- Act of settlement, etc., 
must be fully alive to what their consti
tutional rights consist of -- and when 
they remember that the stroke of the axe, 
deprived King Charles I of his head, ended 
the theory of Divine Right of kings in our 
fathers' land, and the attempt to tax with
out parliament -- it is not likely that we 
will long submit to taxation without 
representation. 1 8 

Again in May of the same year the Times put the case in as strong 

but less emotional terms; 

With the exception of ourselves, each 
province has a means of making itself 
heard through its local Legislature and 

16 Regina Leader, Har. 20, 1884, uAffairs at Ottawa. 1I 

17 Mar. 
West 

13, 1884, "Parliamentary Representation 
Territories." 

of the North

18 Har , 21, 1884, ltOu r Or-Le van c e s v " 
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its representative in the Dominion 
Parliament. That our rapidly increas
ing population, to say nothing of our 
extent of territory, entltles us to 
the management of our territorial interests 
and a strong voice in the ~£fairs of 
the Dominion is a matter beyond argument, 
it is self-evident, but as there evidently 
exists a strong determination to withhold 
justice from us as long as possible, we 
cannot too soon take measures to bring the 
necessary pressure to bear upon the govern
ment. 1 9 

It was not simply representation for its own sake that the 

settlers were seeking. Throughout the whole of the territorial 

press there is evidence of a deeply held conviction that the 

affairs of the Territories were being mismanaged through ignorance, 

that conditions were changing so rapidly as to make last year's 

intelligence inadequate as a basis for next year's programme. 

With a territorial representative in Ottawa 

••• there would always be a means of 
pressing on the attention of the 
country such changes in the laws govern
ing the Territories as their growth in 
population called for. With a represent
ative man in Parliament to whom reference 
could be made on matters relating to our 
affairs, the members would be enabled to 
vote intelligently.20 

Settlers in the Canadian North-West were naturally aware of 

the political rights enjoyed by the citizens of a territory in 

the United States. There it had been established that when the 

population in a territory reached a certain figure, the territory 

became a state. Each State in the Union had, of course, full 

rights in Congress, but in addition, American territories each 

19 May 23, 1884, nprovincial Rights." 

20 Saskatchewan Herald, Nov. 14, 1884, "Parliamentary Represent
ation." 
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had the right to send a delegate to the House of Representatives 

where he could speak, but not vote. While the application of 

this principle to the Canadian North-West Territories was dis

. .. h ... 1 21. d . d cussed f rom tlme to tlme ln te terrltorla press, lt 1 not 

become a popular alternative to full representation: It ••• we 

need not follow our neighbors in this particular"; said the 

Herald, "if we are granted rep~esentatives, they must have all 

the powers and privileges of ordinary members.,,22 

In its first year of publication the Moosomin Courier took 

up the cry for representation, and called upon its readers to 

••• wake up and be alive to our own 
interests. We are young, strong and 
growing older, and if we sit down and 
let things take their course, we shall 
forever be under the yoke of foreign 
power, foreign taxation, foreign 
monopoly and foreign everything that is 
unjust, overbearing and monopolizing. 
Once more, we say, leave the 'Wet Nurse' 
and 'swaddling clothes,' stand up and 
walk, this is our counliSY and our home, 
and we are the people. 

There was no equivocation in Moosomin with respect to federal 

representation of the North-West Territories. 

In Qu'Appelle, on the other hand, while representation was 

spoken of as tithe all absorbing topic throughout the Territories 

at the present time,u24 the editor of the Vidette suggested with 

21 See for example Regina Leader, Sept. 20, 1883, 
"Representation for the North-West Territories." 

22 Saskatchewan 
ation." 

Herald, Nov. 14, 1884, "Parliamentary Represent

23 Nov. 20, 1884, "Representation in Parliament." 

24 Qu'Appelle Vidette, 
Representation. n 

Nov. 27, 1884, "S"-elf-Government and 
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more than a little constitutional acumert, that territorial re

presentation in the Dominion House was beyond the powers of 

Parliament, and since it was unlikely that the Imperial Parlia

ment would pass the necessary legislation, he suggested that: 

If the settlers of every district in 
this portion of the Territories would 
bestir themselves to secure represent
ation in the North-West Council we 
should be erected into a province in a 
very short time. Thus we would secure 
local self-government and Dominion 
representation at the same time. 25 

It is thus apparent that federal representation and provincial 

status were not clear, distinct, and separate matters in the 

minds of the settlers who nevertheless saw c~early that the 

interests of the Territories would be best served only when they 

had achieved an adequate voice in government at both the federal 

and local levels. 

Nor were demands for parliamentary representation confined 

to the white settlers of the North-West Territories. In 1884 

the French and English half-breeds, united under the leadership 

of Louis Riel who had arrived in the District of Saskatchewan that 

summer, joined the whites of the Settlers t Union under W.H. 

Jackson and Andrew Spence to petition the federal government for 

the redress of grievances shared by white and M'tis alike. In-

eluded in the petition forwarded to Ottawa on December 16, 1884, 

was the demand for "representation in the Dominion Parliament and 

Cabinet •••• tt26 While neither the movement which sponsored the 

25 .!.hi.!t.

26 Stanley,..2.P.,. ,cit., p , 307.
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petition nor the leaders who drafted it enjoyed anything like 

the unanimous support of the North-West population, the petition, 

according to Stanley, uembodied the grievances of all parties 

in the North-West Territories. u 2 7 

In 1885 the North-West Council was again urging the federal 

government to concern itself with the problems of par1iamentary 

representation in another memorial which read in part: 

This Council respectfully submits that 
it is in the interests of Canada, as a 
whole, as well as the North-West Terri
tories, that the people of the Territories 
should be represented in the Senate and 
House of Commons of Canada, and in the 
subdivision of the country, for represent
ative purposes, that reference should be had 
as well gO Territorial area as to popu
lation. 2 

But Messrs. W.D. Perley, H.C. Wilson, and James H. Ross who had 

been appointed delegates from the Council to the federal govern

ment; were able to report only that: 

This subject was strongly pressed 
upon the Members of the Government, and 
we were promised that representation 
would be given to the Territories in both 
the House of Commons and the Senate. 29 

Without setting forth the terms or target-date for representation, 

however, such a promise was at best merely an unsatisfactory 

statement of the obvious. 

Although the tone of the territorial press may have suggested 

that official Ottawa was deaf, dumb, and blind to the issue of 

27 Ibid., p. 306. 

28 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. IS, 188S, p. 69. 

29 Ibid., Appendix H, 1886, p. 89. 
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representation for the Territories, there were some who appar

ently had been convinced of the justice of the case. One such 

was Senator J.D. Plumb from Niagara who, as a result of the 

30lobbying of the editor of the Regina Leader, rose in his place 

in the Senate on February 25, 1884, 

to ca11 attention to the advisability 
of granting Parliamentary representation 
to the inhabitants of the Territorial 
Districts of the North-West, and [to] 
enquire whether the Government have taken 
or intend to take the same under consider
ation. 31 

He made reference to the history of representation in eastern 

Canada, to the American system of territorial representation, 

and the rapidly growing population of the Territories, and he 

explained that he raised the matter not because the government 

had been "in the slightest degree neglectful of the interests 

of those who had gone there," but because he understood that 

there was a decided feeling amongst the settlers 

••• that they should have (even though 
it be in a very small degree) some 
representation at Ottawa who could 
make known their wants in a more definite, 
more efficient, and perhaps more vigorous 
way than can possibly be attained by the 2 
formal action of the Governor-in-Council. 3 

The Liberal side of the Senate, having taken issue with ~he

honourable senator's more partisan statements, showed general 

agreement with the thesis that the administration of the remote 

and extensive Territories would be improved if a government had 

30 Thomas, .2Jl. cit., p. 120. 

31 S.D., Feb. 25, 1884, p. 143. 

32 Ibid., pp. 148-149. 
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the benefit of advice based on the local knowledge of represent

. f h T . . 33at1ves rom t ose err1tor1es. Government policy on the matter, 

however, was outlined in the speech of Senator Macpherson who, 

while agreeing that representative institutions were of consi

derable importance, and while claiming that the government was 

vitally interested in the welfare of the settlers, argued that 

~he population was sparse and the people there had not yet "any 

very great common interests. n It would be the duty of the 

Government," he added, "to increase the representative provisions 

as the population increases,u but this could only be done after 

an inquiry which, at the moment, time did not permit, but which 

would be given ffcareful consideratio~ during the recess. n3 4 

Meanwhile, in the House of Commons, Mr. M.C. Cameron, the 

member for Huron, raised the matter of federal representation 

for the North-West Territories by introducing a bill with that 

objective. He ranged widely over the question in the first read

ing debate, recalling that in 1882 when the Territories were 

divided into Provisional Districts the First Minister had said 

that it would soon be necessary to erect those districts into 

provinces with full rights of local self-government and represent

35 
ation in the House of Commons. He went on to instruct the House 

33 Ibid., pp. 153-155. 

34 !hid., p. 158. 

35 Macdonald had not in fact gone this far. He had said that 
it was not the intention to give the Provisional Districts 
any form of organized government of their own, but since 
this measure "might result in those divisions becoming here
after Proyinces," it was thought proper to submit the matter 
of the creation of the Provisional Districts to Parliament. 
See H.C.D., May 16, 1882, p. 1567. 
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on the American system of creating territories and states, and 

he gave considerable emphasis to the importance of the Terri

tories to the Dominion, pointing out that the government itself 

was proud to boast of the enormous sums received in customs 

duties from Manitoba and the North-West Territories as well as 

the rising tide of immigration. Indeed, Mr. Cameron believed 

that tithe importance of the Territories has become so great that 

representation in the Dominion Parliament appears to me to be an 

absolute necessity.u 36 

Cameron came closest to expressing the sentiment of the 

settlers, however, when he said: 

The men who have settled there are the 
pioneers of the country, and are opening 
up to the extent of their ability, the 
vast and unbounded resources that exist 
there. I know that these indefinite pro
mises, these vague assurances, will not 
satisfy them; they will only be satisfied 
by the Government dealing fairly and 
honestly with the matter, and giving them 
the representation in this Parliament that 
they ought to have. We tax them and im
pose laws upon them, and we expect them to 
pay those taxes, to submit to those laws, 
and to render a hearty allegiance to the 
country under whose flag they live; and 
yet we do not give them any voice in the 
passage of the laws which govern them. 
Sir, I propose, in the Bill I am about to 
introduce, to release the people of those 
Territories from what I consider a condition 
of tutelage. They are living there in a 
position of crown colonists. They have 
nothing that can properly be called a govern
ment, and nothing that can properly be 
called representation. I propose to remedy 
that condition of affairs by giving them a 
representation in the Parliament of Canada. 3 7 

36 H.C.n., Mar. 3, 1884, Vol. I, p. 601. 

37 Ibid. 
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The only other speaker in this debate was the Prime 

Minister who assured the House that the government would grant 

Mr. Cameron the usual courtesy of allowing him to introduce his 

bill, but Macdonald's ad hominem arguments added nothing to an 

understanding of either the problems of the Territori~s or the 

policy of the government • 

••• from the remarks· of the hone gentleman 
[said the Prime Minister] it is quite 
clear he intends to be the next Minister 
of the Interior. He says that he is 
strongly in favour of the Minister of the 
Interior living up there. Now my hone 
friend has made large investments in the 
North-West, and, I am glad to learn, 
proper investments, and it is therefore 
quite clear that my hone friend is going 
to live there. We must therefore consider 
this measure of his as an insidious attempt 
to take possession of the ground, and to 
cut out any of the hone gentlemen opposite 
from the chance of being the next Minister 
of the Interior. 38 

Cameron's bill went no farther than first reading. 

The session of 1885 saw Mr. Cameron again introducing legis

lation in the House of Commons with respect to representation 

for the North-West. Again he reminded the House that the settlers 

were men of intelligence, energy, activity and zeal who had been 

accustomed to self-government and to representation "in the full

est sense of the term. 1t 39 Again he reminded the House of the 

political rights of settlers in the American territories, and he 

went on to compare the situation as it had existed with Prince 

Edward Island, Manitoba and British Columbia: Prince Edward Is

,
38 Ib1d., pp. 602-603.

39 ~., Mar. 11, 1885, Vol. I, p. 490.
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land had entered Confederation in 1873 with a population of 

approximately 100,000 and six seats in the House of Commons; 

Manitoba had come into Confederation with a population of 15,000 

and had received four seats in the House of Commons; British 

Columbia had been admitted to Confederation in 1871 when her 

population was 15,000 and had been allowed six seats in the 

Commons. Claiming a population of some 60,000 in Assiniboia 

, ;40
alone, Cameron went on to ask 

if there is any reason why the First 
Minister and the Minister of the Interior, 
or the Government, should have for years 
excluded these men from what I believe to 
be their fair, their just right, to 
representation in this Parliament, knowing, 
as the hon. gentlemen must know, that the 
population of those territories today far 
exceeds the population of those 
vinces I have last mentioned. 4l 

two Pro

Mr. Cameron spoke of the activities of the settlers who were 

attempting to make known their wishes with respect to represent

ation: he cited the territorial press, the memorials of the 

North-West Council, the public meetings being held in the Pro

visional Districts, and he argued that this was no mere political 

movement. It appeared to him 

••• from the press published in the 
territories from one end to the other, 
that in every nook and corner, wherever 
settlers are located, there is a universal 
demand in favour ~f the representation 
of the territories. 4 2 

40 Ibid. , p. 493. 

41 Ibid., p. 492. 

42 Ibid., p. 493. 
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And almost as if to clinch his argument, Cameron went on to 

quote N.F. Davin, editor of the Regina Leader arguing 

that nobody can give a better or more 
reliable or more correct opinion of 
the wants and necessities of the people 
of the North-West, and especially the 
District of Assiniboia, than Mr. 
Nicholas Flood Davin •••• 43 

Cameron expressed the justice of the settlers' case in this 

rather colourful passage: 

We, by an act of parliament, open 
the pockets of the people of the North
Wes~ Territories, and we keep their 
mouths closed for the want of an act of 
parlia~nt. I am introducing an act of 
parliament which will open the mouths of 
the settlers; hon. gentlemen have passed 
acts of parliament opening their pockets. 4 4 

Events themselves, however, were to speak for the wisdom and 

justice of the case which Mr. Cameron had brought before the 

House, and it is of some interest to note that Cameron was mak

ing this case in Parliament barely two weeks before the out

break of the Saskatchewan Rebellion, and in doing so was warning 

the House that: 

unless these fair and reasonable demands 
of the people of the North-West Terri
tories are assented to, [the Ministry] 
can hardly expect that peace and content
ment, prog~ess and prosperity will continue 
in that country.45 

The debate on Cameron's bill was adjourned and not resumed 

that session, but the House heard from him again on the matter 

43 ~.

44 Ibid., p. 494. 

45 ~.
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of representation for the Territories on July 15th when he ad

mitted having come to the conclusion (reached much earlier by 

the editor of the QutAppelle Vidette) that Parliament had no 

power to grant representation to a territory before it had be

come a province, and he moved an amendment to the Supply motion 

requesting that an address be moved to Her Majesty praying for 

ttsuch legislation as may remove the doubts as to the power of 

the Parliament of Canada to provide for such representation. n46 

Sir Hector Langevin replied to Mr. Cameron's arguments 

pointing out that the motion was premature and that the House 

would be well-advised to await the results of the census before 

taking precipitate action on legislation that mayor may not be 

required for the North-West. 

No one more than the members of the 
Government desires that the Territories 
shall be governed with all due consider
ation and that the people have all the 
powers, liberties and privileges that 
subjects of Her Majesty in Canada enjoy, 
[said Sir Hector]. But, on the other 
hand, we must look to matters as they 
are. The Territories are not organized 
into Provinces yet. 4 7 

The census was the all-important matter whether the House was 

considering provincial status or federal representation, but it 

is significant that during the passage of the Census Bill through 

the ~ouse, no Minister of the Crown had stated that anything of 

the nature of representation or provincial status was dependent 

46 Ibid., July 15, 1885, Vol. IV, p. 3405. 

47 ~.
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upon it. The need for a quinquennial rather than a decennial 

census in a new territory had been agreed upon, but any connect

ion between the taking of a census in the Territories and the 

granting of federal representation to the settlers was no more 

than a tacit assumption of interested parties. 48 

The assumption, nevertheless, had been made: Mr. Mills had 

pointed out to the House that to the people seeking representat

ion, ftthe census taken every ten years is not found to be 

sufficient tf;49 Sir Richard Cartwright sought protective devices 

in the system of enumeration because "the people who supposed 

that they may receive additional subsidy or additional represent

ation by virtue of this census, may be a little disposed to 

exaggerate their number u;50 and the North-West Council, on the 

strength of a reference to the census in the Speech from the 

Throne included this paragraph in the Address in Reply: 

We confidently look forward to the next 
Session of the Federal Parliament grant
ing our requests and calling to their 
Councils representatives of these Terri
tories. As Canadians we shall cherish 
the day when we shall receive the same 
rights and privileges as the rest of our 
beloved Dominion, and be permitted to 
take part in moulding its destinies. 51 

A government proposal to grant federal representation to the 

Territories was at length introduced into the House of Commons 

48 .!..Q.!5!. , Feb. 20, 1885, Vol. I, p • 173 ff.

49 .!..Q.!5!. , p. 173.

50 Ibid., Feb. 24, 1885, Vol. I, p. 213.

51 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. 7, 1885, p. 44.
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by Sir John Macdonald on April 22, 1886, but the long-awaited 

representation was not to be achieved by legislation in the 

Canadian Parliament alone, for along with a bill to give four 

members to the North-West Territories, the government took the 

first steps to have enabling legislation passed by the Imperial 
, 

Parliament. In so doing, Macdonald drew the attention of the 

House to the fact that in 1871 the Canadian Parliament had 

similarly requested Imperial legislation to confer upon the ad

ministration the power to declare "a Territory to be a Province, 

and, when so declared, to give the new Province representation 

in the Dominion Parliament. u 5 2 In this case, however, Macdonald 

53
admitted that "it is a certainty that we have not the power" 

to grant representation to a territory not declared to be a pro

vince, and further amendments to The British North America Act 

were therefore necessary. 

The bill provided two members for the District of Assiniboia, 

and one each to the Districts of Alberta and Saskatchewan where 

the population was considerably smaller. The district of Atha

basca, having no population to speak of, was not included in the 

bill. 

The population would scarcely allow 
of so many members, [Macdonald said 
on moving second reading], but, al
though the settlers are few in number, 
the country is large and has many 
different interests requiring different 
legislative measures, and, following 
the example set by giving representation 

52 H.C.D., April 22, 1886, Vol. II, p. 866. 

53 Ibid. 
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to the Province of Manitoba, many years 
ago, when it had a very slight popu
lation,we propose to give those districts 
the representation I have mentioned. 54 

The government proposal did not receive the hearty endor

sation of the House as might have been anticipated for such a 

long~awaited measure as this. Mr. Cameron took the opportunity 

to review his struggle for parliamentary representation for the 

Territories, but he was critical of many of the provisions of 

the bill which in his view was not a measure to grant federal 

representation to the Territories, but ua Bill to enable the 

Government of Canada to appoint four members to the Parliament 

of Canada to support the Government. n55 On third reading the 

opposition attempted amendments respecting the qualifications of 

voters, the deletion of the requirement of a deposit by candi

dates, and the introduction of the ballot,56 but these were all 

negatived and the bill went on to become the basis of the first 

federal franchise in the North-West Territories. 

Full parliamentary representation for the Territories was 

not obtained, however, until the following year when the govern

ment acted with an unusual promptitude to provide for two senators 

for the North-West Territories. It had been the original inten

tion of the government to leave the matter of senate represent

ation until the Territories had become provinces, Macdonald 

explained, 

54 Ibid., May 11, 1886, Vol. II, p. 1205. 

55 Ibid., p. 1207. 

56 Ibid., May 14, 1886, Vol. II, p. 1271. 
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••• but there is a very considerable 
opinion existing among the people of 
the North-West that they should be on 
an equality with the other Provinces, 
that they should have representation 57 
in the Upper Chamber as well as this. 

Macdonald could hardly have been unmindful of the political 

advantages of having two extra senate seats in his gift, and the 

Reform opposition, conscious of a generous representation in the 

House of Commons,58 was skeptical of the need the Territories 

might have for Ita certain number of illusory representatives in 

the second Chamber. n 5 9 

Thus, after prolonged and persistent agitation, the North-

West Territories were at last granted representation in the House 

of Commons and Senate. While the sparse population of that 

enormous area may have justified only two members in 1887, Ward 

points out that the concession of granting four "was by no means 

carried out with the same calculated generosity shown to Manitoba 

and British Columbia," and in a footnote he adds: 

The government seemed strangely reluctant 
to grant representation to the North-West 
Territories and had been e~ading the 
question in Parliament since 1883. 6 0 

This strange reluctance may have been at least partly due 

to a desire on the part of the government, and perhaps the party 

57 ~., April 29, 1887, Vol. I, p. 197. 

58 Ibid., p. 198. Mills claimed that the four western members 
represented a population of 23,000, Uthe number to be found 
in an ordinary constituency•••• " 

59 Ibid. 

60 Norman Ward, The Canadian 
Toronto, 1950, p. 26. 

House ~ Commons: Representation, 
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managers as well, to avoid additional expense where only a 

small number of seats were at stake. More pertinently, how

ever, the whole sequence of events in Parliament, from the un

answered proposals of Mills and Smith in 1875, to the last

minute request for enabling legislation in 1886, and the after

thought of senate representation in 1887, suggest that the 

government, whether Liberal or Conservative, had never evolved 

a policy with respect to parliamentary representation for the 

North-West Territories. Federal representation of a territory 

thus became an aspect of emerging Canadian federalism more as a 

result of the persistent demands of the settlers themselves than 

as part of a predetermined pattern of territorial development. 

Furthermore, since the ucalculated generosity shown to 

Manitoba and British Columbian followed close on the heels of 

crises in the relationships between the federal government and 

those two areas, one might logically suspect, without falling 

victim of the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy, that the crisis 

on the Saskatchewan in 1885 had at least some influence in draw

ing to the attention of the government the need for some action 

concerning representation for the Territories. 

Be that as it may, it is clear that the Westerners regarded 

the long-delayed franchise as a right, not a privilege, and that 

they expected, perhaps a little idealistically, that having 

gained representation in the Parliament of Canada, their peculiar 

interests would be recognized and intelligently considered in 

the formation of future national policies. 



CHAPTER I 

A WORLD OF HOPE 

The North-West settlers who went to the polls for the first 

time in a federal election on March IS, 1887, doubtless expected 

that through their exercise of the franchise they would exert 

some influence towards the remedy of those grievances which had 

been of growing concern to them since their arrival in the North-

West. By 1887 the list of specific grievances was long, but in 

essence expressed the settlers' dissatisfaction with the land 

regulations, transportation facilities, freight rates, and the 

l
tariff.

As early as 1879 the Saskatchewan Herald had complained that 

while the federal government extracted money from the North-West 

in the form of customs and excise duties, it failed to return to 

the Territories a proportion comparable to that received by the 

provinces. 2 The Regina Leader voiced the same complaint in 1883,3 

while the Herald in that year accused the government of yielding 

to the influence of eastern M.P.'s and implement dealers in rais

ing the duty on American agricultural implements to protect the 

Ontario industry whose product was unsuited to western conditions 

and could not, moreover, be produced in quantities sufficient to 

4
meet the demand. In 1883, too, a North-West Council memorial 

1 Thomas, SR. cit., p. 140. 

2 Dec. 1, 1879, "Local Improvements." 

3 Mar. 22, 1883, "How the North~West Pays." 

4 Saskatchewan Herald, May 12, 1883, "The Tariff." 
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had urged: 

that the duties on agricultural imple
ments and lumber should be reduced 
[because] we feel that the heavy duties 
imposed on lumber and implements used in 
agricultural pursuits, together with the 
heavy rates of freight which must be paid, 
is calculated to so increase the cost of 
building and of farming that theseffect 
must be injurious to settlement. 

Again, in 1885, the North-West Council proposed to the federal 

government that since 

the benefits derived from the National 
Policy to the older provinces of the 
Dominion do not apply to the North-West 
Territories ••• a rebate should be given 
equal to the duty now imposed on agri
cultural implements and lumber. 6 

In the House of Commons in 1884, Mr. M.C. Cameron had argued 

that the difficulties of settlement were intensified "by unrea

sonable and oppressible [sic] taxation on the prime necessaries 

7of life and the necessaries of settlement in a new country," 

and he charged that the tariff, "so far as the North-West [was] 

concerned, [was] a non-reciprocal spoliation. u8 

Federal regulations governing settlement and land policy, 

and particularly the reservation of large blocks of land for the 

Canadian Pacific Railway and the numerous colonization companies, 

rated high on the list of grievances of the North-West settlers. 

"There is not room for any of these landed monopolies,,,9 the 

5 N.W.C. Journals, Sept. 19, 1883, p. 41. 

6 Ibid., Dec. 15, 1885, p. 70. 

7 H.C.D. Mar. 27, 1884, Vol. II, p. 1145. 

8 Ibid., p. 1146. 

9 SAskatchewan Herald, Feb. 9, 1880, "A Land-Lock." 
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Herald had objected in 1880, and again two years later had this 

to say: 

We have no objection to the sub
scribers to these schemes paying more for 
their land than what it would cost if 
bought from the Government or the Railway 
Company ••• but we do object to having 
land shut up in blocks of millions of 
acres that "promoters" may enrich theT5 
selves at the expense of the country. 

The North-West Council dealt with the same problem in an early 

memorial to the federal government. The system of granting to 

colonization companies uimmense tracts of the choicest lands in 

the Territories" was, in the opinion of the Council, uinimical 

to the best interest of the Country," and while praying that no 

further grants of this nature be made, the memorial urged that 

the companies presently holding such grants "be compelled to 

fulfil the conditions imposed upon them in letter and in spirit. 1t 

Further, the Council registered its protest of the practice of 

making such grants of land in areas that were already thickly 

settled, for the speculator then reaped the advantages which re

suIted from lithe energy and forethought of the pioneers of the 

Country.u l l 

Concern for the individual pioneer settler and suspicion of 

monopoly whether in the hands of government, railway, or coloni

zation company appears as a marked characteristic of public 

opinion in the North-West of this period. The rights of settlers 

who had squatted on land which later became part of a land reserve 

10 Ibid., Apr. 29, 1882, "Colonization or What?" 

11 N.W.C. Journals, Sept. 19, 1883, p. 42. 
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were defended in memorials of 1883 and 1885, and at the same 

time the early recognition and settlement of the half-breed 

1 2 claims was urged upon the government. 

Speculation in land was anathema to the bona fide settler, 

and even the provision for a second homestead entry incorporated 

in The Dominion Lands Act of 1883 to prevent the exodus of 

Canadian homesteaders to the western States,13 was vigorously 

denounced in the territorial press because it encouraged land 

. 14 specu1at1on. On the other hand, however, when the experiment 

was abandoned in 1886, both the North-West Council and the news

papers of the Territories claimed that an injustice had been 

done to certain settlers because the timing of the Act denied 

them a privilege which they might otherwise have expected to 

enjoy.lS 

Tax exemptions were another cause of annoyance to the sett

lers. The Herald had raised the matter in 1881 when it complained 

that the tax exemptions granted to the Canadian Pacific Railway 

in the Territories would force governments to draw all their re

1 6 venue from the settlers. Later, the Leader showed how, in the 

12 Ibid., Sept. 19,1883, p. 40, and Dec. 15, 1885, p."66. 
See also for example Regina Leader, July 5,1883, 
"SettlerS on the Reserve," and Saskatchewan Heri1d, 
Jan. 9, 1885, "Mass Meetings." 

13 Chester Martin, "Dominion Lands" Policy, Toronto,1938, p.40S. 

14 See for example Regina Leader, .Aug. 6, 1885, "The New 
Minister of the Interior." 

15 N.W.C. Journals, Nov. 16, 1886, p. 71. See also for example 
Regina Leader, July 13, 1886, tIThe Land Act," ll~.

16 Saskatchewan Herald, Jan. 10, 1881, "Most Unfair Exemption." 
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Regina townsite alone, the exemptions enjoyed by the government, 

the Canada North-West Land Company, and the Canadian Pacific 

Railway cost the taxpayers ten and one-half mills in 1885,17 

and the North-West Council complained in 1885, and again in 1886, 

that the value of land exempt from taxation was increased as a 

result of taxable improvements made by neighbouring landowners. l S 

Nor were the settlers insensitive to the peculiar position 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway. Without denying that the rail

way ~as the ~ qua ~ of their civilized existence in the vast 

and remote North-West, they recognized that, through such tax 

exemptions and land grants and the monopolistic control of freight 

rates, the railway company could, if unchecked, so dominate the 

economic life of the Territories as to make the settlers subjects 

of a commercial despotism rather than free citizens of a British 

Dominion. Indeed, Morton comments that the building of the road 

may have been justifiable on national grounds, and the rich con

tracts involved may have been imperative on political grounds, 

but all this "created a practical monopoly within the area towards 

the 
. 19 

international boundary," and he adds: 

The company, all fear of opposition re
moved, naturally fixed rates upon its 
western traffic calculated to cover the 
running expenses of its long unproductive 
line north of Lake Superior which was 
completed in 1885. The rates constituted, 

17 Regina Leader, Aug. 27, 1885, "Exemptions in the North-West." 

18 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. 15, 1885, p. 72, and Nov. 16, 1886, p.72. 

19 Arthur S. Morton, History of Prairie Settlement, Toronto, 
1938, p. 66. 
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however, a heavy tax on the trade of 
the west, and the newspapers of Manitoba 
all through the decade [188l-l89lJ are 
filled with protests against them, pro
tests often accompanied by the demand 
for a railway to Hudson Bay, the natural 
outlet of the country.20 

The Manitoba press was not alone in its protests: the 

North-West Council, concerned about the high cost of freight to 

and from the Territories, urged upon the federal government the 

need for a railway to Hudson's Bay2l and remonstrated: 

that notwithstanding the repeated asser
tions to the contrary the freight rates 
imposed by the Canadian Pacific Railway are 
yet£ound to be a severe tax on the products 
of the North-West. This Council therefore 
respectfully suggests that the influence of 
the Government should be used to induce the 
Canadian Pacific Railway Company to reduce 
their rates, so as to compare favorably with 
the rates in other Provinces of the Dominion, 
who have the advantage of railway competition, 
also that exceptionally favorable rates should 
be given on lumber coming int~the Terri
tories from British Columbia. 2 

The same memorial, again reflecting a view expressed earlier 

in the territorial press,23 urged upon the federal government the 

encouragement of railway branch lines running north and south in 

the Territories. It was argued that such lines would enable re

mote settlements to reap the advantages enjoyed by the completion 

of the C.P.R. and would also open new lands for settlement. It 

is significant that in view of the settlers' attitude to land 

20 ~.

21 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. 15, 1885, pp. 70-71. See also for 
example Saskatchewan Herald, Jan. 9, 1885, "Mass Meetings." 

22 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. 15, 1885, p. 66. 

23 Saskatchewan Herald, Jan. 9, 1985, "Mass Meetings." 
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grants, the memorial suggested "that such encouragement, if 

at all practicable, should be by cash subsidy or guarantee by 

the Government of the bonds of the companies constructing such 

lines, thus preserving the public lands for purposes of settle

ment.,,24 

The railway problem, however, a problem of land grants, tax 

exemptions, a single line, and monopolistic freight rates, seemed 

to some to be amenable to only one solution: 

There is a feeling spreading among 
our people in the North-West, [the Leader 
asserted in 1886] that the sooner the 
Government gets control of the railways 
the better. A railway commission has been 
established in England and its powers have 
been recently enlarged. There is we be
lieve, in the near future in the United 
States a great railway catastrophe -- the 
nemesis of share gambling and watered stock; 
nor are we in Canada without signs which 
indicate that people will insist on con
trolling their railwa~s as they control 
their postal service. 5 

In the meantime, to the voice of the North-West Council and 

the territorial press there was added that of a less patient and 

more volatile minority who, while pleading a special case, never

theless made common cause with the majority of the North-West 

settlers. From the District of Lorne in December of 1884 came 

the demands of Riel, Jackson, and Spence who spoke on behalf of 

the Indians, the French and English half-breeds, and the Settlers' 

Union in petitioning for more liberal treatment of the Indians, 

settlement of the half-breed claims, responsible government, con

24 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. 15, 1885, p. 70. 

25 Regina Leader, Feb. 9, 1886, "Railways." 
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trol of the natural resources, certain modifications in the 

homestead laws, the ballot, a railway to Hudson's Bay, the 

reduction of the tariff for the white settlers, and, as we have 

seen, parliamentary representation. 26 

There were in addition a number of other matters which from 

time to time found their way into the territorial press and the 

minutes of the North-West Council. The Prince Albert Times was 

critical of the arbitrary powers of the North-West Mounted Police 27 

whose members at that time played a dual role as both police 

officers and magistrates; "the unsatisfactory state of grain 

grading in the North-West Territories," was referred to by the 

Regina Leader, and communication from farmers was invited on the 

subject;28 the purchase of supplies for the Indians and the 

Mounted Police from suppliers outside the Territories was a 

practice which exercised the North-West Council in 1885;29 and 

at the same time the Council intimated its dissatisfaction with 

the practice of appointing outsiders to positions of "trust and 

" h" ·h T " " 30emo1umen t" Wlt 1n t e err1tor1es. 

These then were the grievances of the North~West settlers 

to the mid-decade of the 1880's; they were neither isolated nor 

petty; nor were they put forward in a spirit of narrow territorial 

26 Stanley,~. £it., pp. 306-307. 

27 Mar. 21, 1884, "Our Grievances." 

28 Feb. 10, 1885, tiThe Grading of Wheat." 

29 N.W.C. Journals, Dec. IS, 1885, pp. 71-72. 

30 ~., p. 71. 
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self-interest, for 1'What II in the interest of the North-~,It 

the Leader had declared boldly,".!.§. in the interest .2.f all ,Canada, 

and the sooner Canada knows this the better. u 3l These were the 

questions, then, upon which political candidates were expected 

to take a stand in that first federal election held in the North-

West Territories, and mor~over, they were questions which tended 

to ignore the traditional par~y distinctions of the older pro

vinces. 

While political consciousness appears to have been a well

developed characteristic of North-West society in the l880 ts, 

partyism, on the other hand, was subject to a certain equivocation. 

It may have been a latent suspicion of both the eastern parties, 

for Thomas suggests that Uthere were a few even at this early 

date who dreamed of a party devoted to North-West farmers t in

terests ft;32 it may have been due to a general unanimity of opinion 

on the basic needs of the North-West; or it may have been due to 

a realization that in view of this unanimity and of the pre

ponderant influence of federal policies on the Territories, party

ism, at least in local politics, was a luxury the North-West could 

not, at that stage of their development, afford. Or more simply, 

the tendency to shun partyism may have been a straight face-sav

ing device, for the Bulletin, in a comment intended to apply to 

the Conservative government, but which would be equally appli

cable to the Liberal opposition, declared in 1886 that: 

31 Regina Leader, Aug. 27, 1885, nExemptions in the North-West." 

32 Thomas, .2ll• ...£..ll., p. 106. 
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A party defeat in the North-West now 
would indeed be disaster on disaster, 
while a quietly held election without 
party lines being drawn would at leasi3 
have no injurious effect in any case. 

Whatever the reason, a student of the territorial press, after 

an analysis of the introductory editorials of certain North-West 

newspapers of this period, has concluded that: 

There was a tendency to make the ability 
of individuals rather than party politics 
a criterion and in regard to North West 
Council elections, the papers were unani
mous that the "ablest man, irresponsive 
[sic] of party predilections should be 
elected."34 

More specifically, for example, the editor of the Saskat

chewan Herald advised his readers in 1880 that: 

In the selection of candidates, old-time 
party cries should be ignored. The 
question of Conservatism or Reform has 
no real significance in the Territories 
as far as the functions of the North-West 
Council are concerned. 35 

By 1884, however, in commenting on the recent visits of cabinet 

ministers and opposition leaders to the Territories, the same 

editor appeared to advocate an extension of the non-partisan prin

ciple when he wrote: npartyism, as it exists in the older Pro

vinces, has no place in the North-West. The great need of our 

country is to be understood. n36 In 1886 the Regina Leader, while 

not discrediting party loyalty, suggested that for residents of 

33 Edmonton Bulletin, Sept. 25, 1886. 

34 Drake,~. £il., p. 58. 

35 Aug. 16, 1880, "The North-West Council. fl 

36 Ibid., Oct. 4, 1884. 
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the Territories there was a loyalty superior to party. After 

reiterating its intention to speak always in the interests of 

the North-West, and after admitting the inevitability of politi

cal preferences arising from habits of thought, old associations, 

or observation, the Leader nevertheless pleaded for nlarge and 

liberal measures" from any government, and suggested that resi

dents of the Territories 

should try and keep out of the North
West everything like party rancour. 
True to the North-West, whatever 
political badge we may bear, we are all 
bound to be, and though attached to 
diverse parties, let us have hearts 
above faction attached to the common 
weal. 3 7 

In a somewhat similar, but more analytical vein, the Edmonton 

Bulletin stated the case against partyism in these terms: 

That there must be two parties in a good 
government of every country is as certain 
as that there must be light and darkness, 
sunshine and rain; the one party to give 
its principal attention to conserving what 
is good, the other to reforming what is 
bad; the one to act as a check upon the 
other for the good of both. But it does 
not follow that the organization of these 
parties into political machines is nece
ssary, as is the custom at the present 
day, or that having been so organized they 
should be worked regardless of every con
sideration but the retention of office. 
It does not follow that ••• the people 
should be divided into hostile political 
camps each ruled by a tyranny as exacting 
in matters political as that of the czar 
of Russia •••• Although Canada is perhaps 
the most generally enlightened country on 
the face of the earth ••• nine votes out 
of every ten are cast for party rather 
than for principle.... In the North-West, 

37 Regina Leader, Feb. 2, 1886, "The Farmers of the North-West. n 
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and especially in this far western pro
vince, party ties sit lighter on the 
people than in the east, perhaps because 
having had so little opportunity to exer
cise the franchise they have had leisure 
to think of its uses and abuses. They 
have seen that voting was not an end but 
a means -- a means by which good govern
ment could be secured. 38 

The North-West Council itself was sensitive to the challenge 

of partisanship in its affairs and its relationship with the 

federal government. To a motion moved by Frank Oliver and 

seconded by J.H. Ross critical of the policies of a federal Con

servative government, an amendment was moved which demonstrated 

this desire to avoid the appearance of partisanship: 

••• we believe the feeling of the Country 
to be strongly against the introduction 
of party politics into the Council as well 
as against any action of the Council being 
taken in such a way that either Political 
Party in the Dominion Parliament could use 
it for political purposes. 39 

Nevertheless, there was a clear divergence of theory and practice 

on this question of partisanship: Thomas observes that while the 

North-West Council was in theory non-partisan, the members had 

identified themselves along party lines, the majority as Conser

vatives, and there was, in effect, a party struggle going on with

in the Council. "On the other hand," he adds, "many of the 

Conservative members were, within the limitations of party alleg

iance, genuinely concerned about territorial rights and grievances 

"46 

38 Feb. 12, 1887, flConservative Candidate." 

39 N.W.C. Journals, July 29, 1884, p. 62. 

40 Thomas,~. £11., p. 118. 



-38

This same divergence of theory and practice is apparent 

in an examination of the newspaper press of the Territories. 

Drake has observed that with two major and a few minor except

ions, the whole territorial press "claimed to support the Con

servative Government policy. t141 Simultaneously, however, these 

same newspapers "vigorously proclaimed that they would criticize 

[Conservative policy] if necessary and that they would 'give no 

slavish support to any government. ,,,42 Until the establishment 

of the Regina Journal in 1886, the expression of Liberal opinion, 

on the other hand, was restricted to the columns of the Edmonton 

Bulletin,43 and consequently "the desire of the Liberal element 

to have a medium of expression, was the cause of the sporadic 

outbursts of short-lived papers in Prince Albert like the Parrot. n44 

That there was in fact a close association between the press 

and the Conservative party is evident from the circumstances 

surrounding the establishment by Nicholas Flood Davin of the 

Regina Leader in 1883, although the Leader was not necessarily 

typical of all the North-West papers. Davin, a confidant of the 

Conservative Prime Minister, after being "busily engaged on be

half of the Conservative cause in Ontario,tt4 5 visited the North

41 Drake, .2ll. cit., p. 58 • 

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid., p. 25. 

44 Ibid., p. 17. 

4S Norman Ward, 
Saskatchewan 

"Davin and the Founding of the Leader, 11 

History, Vol'~ VI, No.1, Saskatoon, 1953, p. 13. 
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46
West in 1882, and on his return reported to Macdonald that 

certain citizens of Regina had offered him $5,000 to start a 

paper there. 47 In Davin's ensuing correspondence with Macdonald 

on this matter in which he requested further financial assistance 

from Conservative sources, his arguments make clear the connect • 
ion between press and party as he saw it: "It is important to 

the Party," he wrote, "that each town and city along the way 

should be well held from the first. n4 8 A few weeks later he 

commented: 

I am certain the Government does not realize 
what a wild young colt the whole North West 
is and how soon it will take to plunging un
less well bitted and snaffled and curbed. 
Nor would its plunging be a joke by any 
means. 49 

The next month, having encountered certain difficulties in arrang

ing for the required financial backing, Davin complained to Mac

donald: "Now I don't think I ought to be the only politician to 

50plank down the coin in starting a paper to support the Government. 1t 

Support for the venture was eventually forthcoming, however, 

in the form of cash and town lots from such men as W.B. Scarth, 

George Stephen, and perhaps John Shields who were all well-known 

Conservative supporters, and the Regina Leader went into publi

46 See Hector Charlesworth, More Candid Chronicles, Toronto 
1928, p. 26. He claims that Davin had been sent west by 
Macdonald with the express purpose of establishing a news
paper. 

47 Ward, "Davin and the Founding of the Leader, n p. 13. 

48 Davin to Macdonald, Nov. 7, 1882, photostat in A.S. 

49 Davin to Macdonald, Dec. 11, 1882, photostat in A.S. 

50 Davin to Macdonald, Jan. 29, 1883, photostat in A.S. 



cation on March 1, 1883. Thus Ward concludes that this series 

of correspondence "suggests in broad outline the close connect

ions between the party, the railway, the land, and the party 

leadership that existed in Davin's day.u 51 

With this background, however, Davin was still able to write 

in his introductory editorial, after announcing that the Leader 

would support the ~overnment of Sir John A. Macdonald: 

But by the supporter of a party the present 
writer has never understood a tool. He has 
always felt the supporter of a party to be 
a character which an honorable man could 
act consistently with mental independence 
and moral rectitude, and therefore not in~
consistent with pointing out what might 
seem the mistakes of political friends. 
Indeed, if a man takes an interest in politics 
he has to choose between being a solitary 
observer, an honorable party man, or a 
janissary. 

Having said that much, Davin went on to add with an eye either 

to fair play or maximum circulation: 

We have written this much about politics 
because we do not believe in sailing under 
doubtful colors. But having done so we may 
add that so long as no counter voice is 
heard here we believe it would be cowardly 
to preserve a tone other than one which in 
no way could offend men of all political 
creeds. 5 2 

The extent to which Davin through his newspaper played the 

role of "a solitary observer, an honorable party man, or a ~an

issary" was a matter of debate throughout his editorial and 

political career, but Drake has concluded that while "the Leader 

51 Ward, "Davin and the Founding of the Leader," p. l6. 

52 Regina Leader, Mar. 1, 1883, "Introductory." 
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at first appeared in the role of a champion of the settlers, 

fighting to remove a number of grievances caused by Federal 

1 " · ,,53Government po 1c1es, 

As its circulation built up and as other 
papers began attacking the Tory admini~
stration, the Leader became less the 
tribune of the people and more the defender 
of Conservatism. Though it always reserved 
the right to criticize, the strength of 
the critical impulse seemed to vary dirg~tly
with the distance to the next election. 

A "counter voice" was not heard in Regina until October 8, 

1886, when C.J. Atkinson, former proprietor of the Portage la 

Prairie Liberal and the Virden Advance,55 founded the Regina 

Journal with the avowed intent of giving "voice to the Liberal 

56sentiment in this part of the North-West," and the Journal, 

according to Drake, 

never forgot that its primary purpose was, 
not to dispense telegraphic reports and 
report local events, but to propagate the 
Grit §ospel in a predominantly heathen 
land. 7 

The L~beral party too had apparently recognized the usefulness 

of a party organ, for it is not without significance that the 

Journal commenced publication almost simultaneously with the 

opening of the first federal election campaign in the North-West 

Territories. 

53 Drake, .2.1l. £.ll.. p • 21. 

54 .!.!l.!.9... , p. 22. 

55 Ibid., p. 25. 

56 Regina Journal, Oct. 8, 1886, quoted in Drake, .2.1l. cit., p.25. 

57 Drake, .2A. cit., p. 26. 
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Thus there seems to be little doubt that while partisan

ship may have been perhaps a latent characteristic of the 

North-West press, it was nevertheless a characteristic which 

was periodically demonstrated with a marked vigour, and as 

competing newspapers were established, and as the time approached 

when the Territories were about to achieve parliamentary represent

ation, the early attitude of non-partisanship was somewhat dimmed, 

although by no means forgotten. The partnership of press and 

party in the Territories, as indeed in the whole Dominion, was 

a fact of Nineteenth-Century political life which tended ulti

mately to overwhelm whatever hope there may have been of the 

possibility that the North-West could express its political am

bit ions except through the existing party organizations and the 

newspapers allied with them. 

By 1886 formal party organization appeared desirable, at 

least to the Conservatives of the Regina district, for in January 

of that year it was recorded that: 

At the office of Mr. James H. Benson this 
afternoon, Messrs. J.H. Benson, J. Bole, 
N.F. Davin, D.F. Jelly, E. Knight, A.L. 
Lunan, Andrew Martin, J. Morrison, E.B. 
Reid, D.L. Scott, J.W. Smith, W.J. Stevenson 
and several others met for the discussion 
of Conservative political matters •••• 58 

After electing a chairman and secretary, the meeting went on to 

record the opinion "that it is desirable the Conservatives of 

the Regina District organize themselves into an Association," 

and to that end the secretary was instructed lito send circulars 

to the various Conservatives of this District requesting them to 

58 Minute Book, Jan. 16, 1886, microfilm in A.S. 
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attend a meeting to organize themselves into a Conservative 

Association. n 5 9 The organization meeting was held in the Town 

Hall at Regina on January 30, 1886. Davin having declined a 

nomination for president, J.H. Bole was elected to that office, 

and the meeting went on to adopt a constitution. The Regina 

60 
District Liberal-Conservative Association was in being. Others 

followed suit: Saskatchewan Conservatives, for example, were 

forming associations in all parts of the riding in December, 

1886, so that even "the most remote settlements will have a voice 

in the nomination of a candidate, and the election of the gentle

61 man nominated will be assured." 

Shortly after the passage of The North-~ Territories' 

Representation A£! the Regina Conservatives met to discuss the 

question of candidates for the coming election. Their minute 

book records two motions which suggest the principles upon which 

a candidate should be chosen: 

Moved by Mr. \i.G. Hamilton Seconded by 
Mr. Eric Knight and carried that looking 
at the number of Members which the whole 
Territories will send to the Dominion 
Parliament it behoves the people of the 
Territories to seek out the most effective 
men and this Association will do all in 
its power to secure the return of a man 
for the Western Riding of Assiniboia who 
can in the House of Commons sustain in 
detail its interests and with its interests 
those of the North West. ' 

Moved by Mr. D.F. Jelly Seconded by Mr. 
T.M. Grover and carried that when the time 

60 Ibid., Jan. 30, 1886.

61 Prince Albert Times, Dec. 24, 1886, "Organizing."
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comes to select a candidate for the
Dominion Parliament this Association
pledges itself to support no man who
is not identified by residence and
interest with the Riding. 6 2 

Party alignment may have been basic go this expression of opinion, 

but the insistence that the prospective candidate must be identi

fied with the constituency by residence and must be able to 

"sustain in detail" the interests of the North-West reflects 

once again the interesting dichotomy between party and territorial 

loyalty apparent in both the North-West Council and press through

out the 1880's. 

There is similar evidence of organizational activities 

amongst the Liberals of the North-West of which in Assiniboia 

West the establishment of the Journal is an example. More spec

ificall~ the Journal reported in December, 1886, that Liberal 

organizations in Assiniboia East were already "a strong political 

factor in the riding," and the example was being followed, if 

63 somewhat more slowly, in the other constituencies. Again, the 

Edmonton Bulletin's post-mortem on the Liberal defeat indicates 

the extent to which western Liberals had received encouragement 

and assistance from their eastern brethren: 

True the reform party of the east made 
an effort to introduce their organization 

62 Minute Book, June 9, 1886. The insistence that the candidate 
be a local resident is in interesting contrast to the view 
expressed by Davin in Ontario in 1878. At that time he 
advised that constituencies should select local men only 
if they had the required abilities. See Toronto Mail, 
Mar. 21, and Mar. 25, 1878, "The Coming Campaign." 

63 Regina Journal, Dec. 10, 1886, "The North-West Liberal Move
ment." 
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into the territorial fight and were 
sufficiently successful to ensure a 
bad defeat. After the defeat of the 
party on February 22nd the organization 
was only a dead weight in the North
West contest. It was strong enough to 
bring a man before the electors, but 
not sufficiently strong to give him 64 
valuable assistance toward his election. 

Thus, in spite of an early inclination to reject partyism 

as a feature of North-West politics, and a continuing suspicion 

that a rigid adherence to party was perhaps not in the best 

interests of the Territories, partyism triumphed. By December 

of 1886 the Edmonton Bulletin had despaired of a non-partisan 

contest. The editor deplored the efforts 

being put forth in all the constituencies 
to secure straight party-men -- men who 
will allow their constituents to be sacri
ficed for the sake of the government to 
support which they are elected. 

He maintained that: 

The position of the North-West in 
Confederation is peculiar and insofar 
as it is peculiar it requires special 
consideration, which only its own repre
sentatives free from party ties can or 
will give. 

And he reminded his readers that: 

a conservative government or a conser
vative monopoly will take just as much 
hard cash out of a conservative voter's 
pocket as out of that of the most rabid 
grit, and a grit government or monopoly 
would perform the same kindly office for 
the grit as for the conservative voter. 65 

The influence of the press, the patronage of the federal govern

64 Mar. 26, 1887, "North-West Elections." 

65 Dec. 25, 1886, "Elections." 
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ment, the propensity of Council members for political man

oeuvering, as well as old habits of thought, traditional party 

loyalties, and the immanent power of the party machine all tended 

to prepare the ground "for a contest along traditional party 

lines when the first election of members for the House of Commons 

took place in 1887."66 But it could be added, that the ground 

was also well-prepared for the later emergence of political 

movements pledged to eschew the traditional concepts of party 

politics. 

The circumstances surrounding the nomination of candidates 

in Assiniboia West were tinged with this same duality of opinion 

with respect to a partisan contest. When the editor of the 

Leader visited certain towns along the line during a holiday trip 

to Banff in the fall of 1886, the Medicine ~ Times interpreted 

these visits as political balloons sent up to test Davin's popu

larity as a candidate, and the Leader replied that Davin had not 

yet stated his intention, but was perhaps "willing to leave him

self in the hands of the people. n6 7 Apparently some people re

sponded, for by the end of October a requisition was being 

circulated requesting Davin to stand as a candidate in Assiniboia 

West, and to this the Leader replied that those interested in 

fielding candidates should communicate with other parts of the 

constituency; 

For whoever goes to Parliament for Western 
Assiniboia will not represent Regina district 

66 Thomas,~. cit., p. 106.

67 Regina Leader, Oct. 5, 1886, "The Leader's Position."
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only, but the whole constituency, and 
one part as fully and faithfully as 68 
another, or else he would be no fit man. 

The Leader's arch rival reacted somewhat differently to 

the Davin requisition: according to the Regina Journal a re

quisition was the only method by which Davin could be assured 

the nomination, for "His popularity is so far below par, his 

name would have had no chance whatever before a Conservative 

. "69 Th J 1 t h 1 fconvent~on. e ourna went on to suppor t e proposa or 

a meeting of an influential combination of Liberals and Conser

vatives which was being mooted to nominate 

a man who will act independently of 
party and solely in the interest of his 
constituents, and not a hireling on 
pension known never to fail to look 
after self at any cost to the Govern
ment, party or country, financially, 
socially and otherwise. 70 ' 

There was no love lost between the Journal and Davin, whose can

didature the Grit paper described as "an insult ••• t~the ster-

I 1ng" manh00d o f West A" "b·· "71BS1n101a. 

Notwithstanding the eruption, Davin was in fact not nominated 

until November 8, 1886, and even then it was a conditional nomin

ation by a meeting of the Regina District Conservatives alone, 

their minutes reporting a motion moved by Daniel Mowat, seconded 

by W.G. Cullum, and carried: 

68 ~., Oct. 26, 1886, "Candidates for the North-West. tI 

69 Oct. 29, 1886, 1tDominion Elections." 

70 Ibid. 

71 ~., Nov. 5, 1886, "Prospective Elections and Candidates." 
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That this meeting of the Liberal Con
servative Association of the Regina 
District nominates Mr. Nicholas Flood 
Davin as a candidate for the Dominion 
Parliament subject to the approval of 
a Conservative convention composed of 
Delegates from all parts of the Riding 
in case one should be called. 7 2 

The meeting went on to order that the motion be circulated to 

other Conservative associations in the riding, and Davin him

self moved that it also be sent to leading Conservatives in 

. . 73 cen t res h t ere was no aSSOc1at1on. The Regina Conserwere h 

vatives were apparently eager to have Davin in the field, but 

they did not want to alienate other Conservatives in the riding 

by appearing to act peremptorily in the matter, although they 

made no move themselves to organize a constituency convention. 

Davin himself was conscious of the importance of casting a wide 

net, and he told the meeting that he would also seek the support 

of his Liberal friends: nThey knew what he was in the past -- a 

Conservative with liberal views •••• n74 

This qualified nomination brought a reaction from those in 

Regina who were dissatisfied with the prospects of having Davin 

as the Conservative candidate for Assiniboia West, and the Journal 

reported that this group, "composed principally of Conservatives, 

75
though a goodly number of Liberals were present," met on Nov

72 Minute Book, Nov. 8, 1886. 

73 Ibid. 

74 Regina Leader, Nov. 9, 1886, "Candidate for Western Assiniboia." 

75 Regina Journal, Nov. 12, 1886, "How Election Matters Are 
Progressing." 
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ember 9 to discuss the situation. It was decided to hold a 

meeting of Conservatives and those opposed to Davin's candidature 

in the Town Hall on November 20, a decision which caused a flurry 

of excitement in the Davin camp and resulted in a circular being 

sent to all members of the Regina Conservative association urging 

them to attend the meeting which was classified as Ita Grit move 

using one or two personal enemies of Mr. Davin to try and prevent 

76
that gentleman coming out and to injure the Conservative cause." 

The tactics of the Conservative association in this situation 

were extremely effective, for the meeting seems to have gone over

whelmingly in Davin's favour. Of the 350 persons present, only 

O DO'0twe1 ve opposed a motlon end orslng aVln scandOd1 ature, 77 a resu1 t 

obtained only because the meeting was, according to the Journal, 

O h DO' 78 Th 1 f h0pack e d Wlt aVlnltes. ere was now no a ternatlve or t e 

79 
Liberals but to bring out a candidate of their own. 

Local as well as personal and political rivalries played 

their part in the nomination of a Conservative candidate. The 

Moose Jaw Conservatives apparently took exception to the action 

of the Regina group, and went ahead to organize a constituency 

convention for November 27, 1886. The invitation to attend re

suIted in some bickering between the Regina and Moose Jaw assoc

76 Minute Book, Nov. 11, 1886. 

77 Qu'Appelle Progress, Nov. 25, 1886. 

78 Regina Journal, Nov. 26, 1886, "Saturday's Meeting." 
Note: The issue of the Leader in which this meeting 
would probably have been reported is not included on 
microfilm in A.S. 

the 

79 Ibid., "The Position of the Liberals in West Assiniboia. 11 



-50

iations as to the number of delegates each centre should be 

80
allowed, but the difficulties were overcome and when the con

vention gathered at the school house in Moose Jaw, Regina was 

represented by fifteen delegates, Moose Jaw by ten, Medicine Hat 

81
by seven, Maple Creek by five, and Swift Current by three. 

When the ballotting took place on the Saturday afternoon, Davin, 

who had been nominated by D.L. Scott of Regina and J.J. English 

of Maple Creek, won the nomination on the second ballot with 

twenty-two votes as against seventeen for Thomas Tweed and one 

for E.N. Hopkins, the latter two gentlemen withdrawing to make 

Davin the unanimous choice of the Western Assiniboia Liberal

8 2 
Conservative Nominating Convention. 

The Regina Journal saw in these resu~ts the almost unanimous 

opposition of western delegates to Davin, who was the choice of 

what the Journal claimed to be an unrepresentative delegation of 

Regina Conservatives,83 and the QufAppelle Vidette suggested that 

Tweed was really the more popular man because he picked up ten 

votes outside Medicine Hat, while Davin garnered only seven be

. 84 yond Reg1na. Again, the Journal throws an interesting sidelight 

on this question of Davin's support when it reports a few weeks 

later that the Moose Jaw Conservative association had suspended 

80 Minute Book, Nov. 25, 1886. 

81 Regina Leader, Nov. 30, 1886, "Western Assiniboia." 

82 Ibid. 

83 Regina Journal, Dec. 3, 1886, "Conservative Convention." 

84 Dec. 16, 1886, "Blarney." 
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two of their members who voted for Davin at this convention. 8S 

The Conservative interpretation of the significance of the 

Moose Jaw convention differed somewhat from the view expressed 

by the Regina JQurnal; the Prince Albert Times noted: 

Mr. Davin's nomination for Western 
Assiniboia by such a representative body 
as assembled at Moosejaw, carried with 
it the assurance that he will be elected, 
if not by acclamation, at least by a large 
majority, notwithstanding the promised 
political opposition of Mr. Ross, who for
gets that he was elected [to the North
West Council] by Conservative votes and 
may want them again. 8 6 

Davin was thus by no means the unquestioned choice of even 

the Conservatives of Assiniboia West, although in spite of the 

Journal's earlier predictions to the contrary, he had been able 

to carry two conventions and a vote of confidence. The bi

partisan protest meeting following the Regina nomination may 

actually have been ~a Grit move" as the Tories claimed but that 

it could have been held at all gives credence to the view that 

"many of [Davin's] strongest opponents [were] of his own political 

household. u87 Moreover, the unanimity of the Moose Jaw nomination 

was no more than a common formality which did not hide the fact 

that differences of opinion existed and might well be expected 

to continue. 

As for partyism, it is difficult to subscribe unreservedly 

to the view of the Medicine Ha! Times that: 

85 Regina Journal, De~. 17, 1886. 

86 Dec. 10, 1886, "Editorial Notes." 

87 QutAppelle Progress, Oct. 28, 1886, "West Assiniboia." 
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Had any man but Davin been brought out 
by the Conservative party to represent 
Western Assiniboia, the Liberals would 
certainly have refrained from bringing 
out a candidate. 88 

It could not have been Dav~nts candidature alone that forced a 

party struggle in Assiniboia West, for the day before the Moose 

Jaw convention the Journal had taken the position that while the 

Liberals would have preferred to forget eastern party differences 

and field a candidate acceptable to all, the Conservative nomin

ating convention had, in Liberal terms, forced the issue into 

· 89 It h e part1san arena. Rather, it is conceivab e that the 

Journal's campaign against Davin was based in large measure on 

personal dislike, and was inspired by the hope that if Davin could 

be prevented from coming out, a Liberal candidate would have a 

better chance in Assiniboia West, for Frank Oliver's Edmonton 

Bulletin, the consistent Grit voice in the North-West, made this 

rather interesting assessment of Davin's capabilities: 

In Western Assiniboia Mr. Davin, of the 
Leader, seems likely to be unopposed as 
a straight government candidate; and 
since Mr. Ross has retired -- if he has 
done so -- Mr. Davin is undoubtedly the 
best man available. He is universally 
acknowledged to have great abilities, 

90 although a trifle erratic in their use. 

In January, with Davin in the field and no candidate yet 

88 Quoted in Regina Journal, Dec. 31, 1886, "From Our North
West Exchanges." 

89 Regina Journal, Nov. 26, 1886, tiThe Position of the Liberals 
in West Assiniboia. tI Actually, both parties fielded candi
dates in all four territorial constituencies, and in Alberta 
there was also an Independent Conservative candidate. 

90 Jan. 22, 1887, "The Contest." 
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named against him, the Conservatives made a last bid for a non

partisan contest, although one suspects that by this date both 

parties used the term to mean that the man of their choice should 

be left in the field unopposed: 

A wanton contest [the Leader declared] 
would be worse than foolish -- much 
better Mr. Davin should feel the whole 
constituency was behind him, Grit and 
Tory, and that he represented them all. 
Personally, we believe, he would rather 
like a fight. 91 

A Liberal candidate did not appear in opposition to Davin 

until late January. Shortly after the Moose Jaw convention the 

Journal reported that a requisition was circulating in Medicine 

Hat to bring out James H. Ross as "the man for West Assiniboia.,,92 

Ross, a rancher from Moose Jaw and a member of the North-West 

Council since 1883, was well-known in the constituency, and in 

the opinion of the Qu'Appelle Progress would "certainly be a 

formidable opponent to Mr. Nicholas Flood Davin.,,93 On January 

20 the Journal reported that Ross had declined to run because of 

illness in his family, a decision that had been reversed, how

ever, by the next issue which announced that Ross's parents.were 

now convalescing, and consequently, tlat the earnest and repeated 

requests of electors of all shades of politics -- from various 

parts of the riding, he has entered the field.,,94 The prelimin

ary skirmishing was over; battle had been joined in Assiniboia 

West. 

91 Regina Leader, Jan. 25, 1887, "Western Assiniboia." 

92 Regina Journal, Dec. 10, 1886, "'The Man for Galloway.'" 

93 Dec. 16, 1886. 

94 Regina Journal, Jan. 27, 1887, "West Assiniboia." 
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As might have been expected, local interests figured pro

minently in the campaign, but on these questions affecting the 

peculiar interests of the North-West there were no real differ

ences of opinion amongst the settlers, and consequently no 

marked differences in the platforms of the candidates. Early 

in January, the Leader had listed its "Policy for the North-West 

for 1887": 

1. Second homesteads for all who came 
in here under the impression they 
would be entitled to them. 

2. Entering on cancelled homesteads at 
the same rate as on the ordinary 
homestead. 

3. The full homestead in the Mile Belt. 
4. Abolition of the reservation of odd 

sections. 
5. Scrip for all who, by their conduct 

during the rebellion, are morally 
entitled to it. 

6. Abolition of duty on lumber and agri
cultural implements, or else an equiv
alent to the revenue of the North-West •••• 

7. The pre-emption as a second homestead, 
or for $1 an acre •••• 

8. The protection of the farmers against 
foreign ranching companies and mono
polists of all sorts. 

9. The establishment by the Government, 
of experimental farms, both agricul
tural and mixed, and the taking of 
energetic measures to improve the 
breed of cattle. 

10. ,An elective Chamber, and full respon- 95 
sible Government, for the Territories. 

These ten points Davin elaborated in his platform speeches as 

the campaign progressed. In addition, he made it clear to the 

electors of Assiniboia West that he stood for a programme of 

irrigation, justice for the half-breeds, taxation of all property, 

95 Regina Leader, Jan. 4, 1887, liThe Leader Policy for the 
North-West for 1887." 
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an increased allowance for the North-West government, the 

appointment of local men to territorial offices, a simplified 

administration of the Lands Act, reform in the terms of service 

and opportunities for promotion of the Mounted Police, a railway 

to Hudson's Bay, a cash subsidy for the encouragement of local 

railways, and a programme of tree planting. 96 

Similarly, Ross requested the support of the electors on 

a platform advocating local self-government, reform of the land 

regulations to permit the settlers to deal directly with the 

land agent, opening of reserved lands to settlement, cash sub

sidies to local railways and a railway to the Hudson's Bay, 

appointment of territorial residents to "positions of trust and 

emolument in the Territories,tt elimination of tax exemptions for 

townsite lots held by the government, second homesteads to those 

who were morally entitled to them, a rebate of the duties paid 

on agricultural implements, and highe~ revenues for the North

West Council. 9 7 Indeed, when the Regina Leader appealed to the 

voters to return Davin as their member arguing that he was in 

favour of "every expedient whereby human skill can minimize the 

difficulties of the North-West pioneer settlers, and develop the 

country," 98 it was an argument which was equally applicable to 

96 See Regina Leader, Mar. 1, 1887, "Medicine Hat," and 
uMoose Jaw"; see also ibid., Ha r , 15, 1887, "Mr. Davin's 
Address." 

97 See Regina Journal, Feb. 17, 1887, "The Ross-Davin Contest"; 
see also Regina Leader, Feb. 15, 1887, "Medicine Hat," 
and ibid., Feb. 22, 1887, liThe Candidates Meet. 1t 

98 Mar. 15, 1887, "Mr. Davin's Address." 
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1'1r. Ross. 

It was not until the debate touched on those issues affect

ing the whole Dominion that the protagonists separated them

selves, but at this level Dominion issues were barely distin

guishable from the issues of party; it was a question of Grit 

vs Tory; Macdonald ~ Blake. The Conservative press rang the 

changes on the theme that under Macdonaldts government the sett

lers had never had it so good; nIt was under Conservative rule," 

the Saskatchewan Herald claimed, "that the country emerged from 

a state of painful solitude and barren unproductiveness •••• ,,99 

The QutAppelle Vidette reminded its readers that the land policy 

of the late Liberal government "was of the most illiberal char

acter."lOO From the platform, while Ross declared that it was 

101time for a change, Davin reminded his listeners of the bene

fits of the National Policy in general and the Canadian Pacific 

Railway in particular, and suggested that "he did not believe in 

a Reform party that had nothing to reform, and this was exactly 

"to h R f on "102the POS1 10n t e presente orm party were 1 •••• Thus, when 

Ross suggested that Davin was "too strong a Conservative -- a 

man who thought all good emanated from the Conservative party and 

all evil from the Liberal party••• ,nl 0 3 Davin countered through 

99 Jan. 15, 1887, "The Elections." 

100 Feb. 17, 1887, "A Contrast." 

101 Regina Leader, Feb. 27, 1887, "The Candidates Meet." 

102 Ibid. 

103 Ibid. 
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the columns of the Leader that it was now time for all Conser

vatives in the Territories to rally round the Old Chieftan, 

for "it is the policy and principles of your party that are at 

" h"" ,,104stak e 1n t 1S 1ssue. 

Aside from the basic issues of party, the electors were 

faced with a decision resting on the personal characteristics 

and abilities of the two candidates. Reports of the speeches 

of Ross and Davin carried in both the Journal and the Leader 

indicated that on the platform each treated the other correctly 

105
and with respect, but the campaign was also waged in the edi

torial columns of the newspaper press the tone of which ranged 

from judicious and responsible criticism to bitter and personal 

attack. The Moosomin Courier, for example, acknowledged Davin's 

platform ability, but was "not quite so assured of his thorough 

solidness as a politician or of his characteristics as a repre

sentative man of the settlers of the Northwest.,,106 Again, when 

the Leader asked "What has Jim Ross done for Assiniboia?" the 

Edmonton Bulletin suggested that: 

In honesty of purpose, in earnest, dis
interested and fairly successful efforts 
in the interests of the people Mr. Davin 
will not bear comparison with Mr. Ross.l0 7 

Similarly, the Leader charged on one occasion that Ross, as a 

member of the North-West Council, had "betrayed" Assiniboia with 

104 .!!lid., "Editorial Notes. 1I 

105 See for example Regina Leader, Feb. 22, 1887, "The 
Candidates Meet," and Regina Journal, Feb. 17, 1887, 
"The Ross-Davin Contest." 

106 Dec. 2, 1886, "The Political Atmosphere. I ' 

107 Dec. 25, 1886. 
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respect to redistribution,108 and on another that he was too 

l 0 9 
young for the responsibilities of parliamentary office.

It was Davin, however, who bore the brunt of the personal 

attack emanating largely from the pen of C.J. Atkinson, the 

editor of the Liberal Regina Journal. Davin had no right to 

represent a pioneer community, according to the Journal, for 

rather than sharing the rigours of pioneer life, he had preferred 

°d ° 0 ° 110a we11-pa1 S1necure as secretary to a government comm1SS10n. 

Not only that, but he had also secured from the government a 

timber limit on the North Saskatchewan, as well as large and 

III
lucrative government printing contracts. He was further 

charged with manipulating the distribution of seed grain to his 

112 
own political advantage, and he was, in addition, as one "head

line" put it, Ita Deserter of North-West Interests for Party Pur

poses.nl13 

Davin, on the other hand, seems to have taken this somewhat 

virulent attack in his stride; the charges against him were care

fully refuted from the platform and the editorial columns of the 

Leader,114 and his campaign was pursued in a manner which re

108 Regina Leader, Feb. 8, 1887, "Mr. Ross's Candidature." 

109 Ibid., Feb. 15, 1887, "Editorial Notes. u 

110 Regina Journal, Jan. 27, 1887, ItBrother Pioneers. 1t 

III Ibid., Feb. 3, 1887, tlMore 'Experiences.'1t 

112 Ibid., uSeed Grain." 

113 Ibid., Feb. 24, 1887. 

114 See for example Regina Leader, Feb. 8, 1887, "Saturday's 
Meeting," and ibid., Mar. 1, 1887, "Seed Grain." 
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fleeted the extent of his culture, his urbanity, and his 

political experience. In addressing some of his German-speak

ing constituents, for example, he did not neglect to display 

his familiarity with the classics of their literature, and when 

he concluded a speech with a quotation from Goethe, ttEin froher 

Wille lebt in meinem .!!1.!!.!," he was greeted by "loud cries of 

hoch! hochJ and clapping of hands."llS 

At the same time he did not hesitate to dispense the pat

ronage which was available to him through his connection with 

the party in power: he wrote to the Minister of Justice request

ing consideration of the claim of D.L. Scott of Regina for a 

judgeship, and the appointment of A.L. Lunan as jailer and J.H. 

Benson as sheriff; "Both these men deserve well of the party,tt 

he wrote. uNo fifty men have done as much. n l 1 6 As election day 

approached and as Davin became concerned about the M{tis vote, he 

requested the Prime Minister to have the Lieutenant-Governor tele

graph certain M'tis leaders "urging them to support me. I can 

carry the Constituency withorit their vote --" he added. "Still 

n l 1 7 it is desirable to carry that vote too.

Finally, however, when the polls opened on election day, 

March IS, 1887, the issues, the parties, and the personalities 

were in the hands of the electors whom the Leader exhorted in 

terms which summarize a campaign charged as much with personal 

115 Regina Leader, Feb. 1, 1887, "Meeting in the German 
Settlement, New Elsass." 

116 Davin to Thompson, Mar. 2, 1887, Thompson Papers, No. 
5423, P.A.C. 

117 Davin to Macdonald, Mar. 2, 1887, photostat in A.S. 
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bitterness as with party controversy: 

Electors of Western Assiniboia 
today do your duty; vote for good Govern
ment; vote for a generous policy towards 
the North-West; vote down blackguard 
tactics and unprincipled wire-pulling; 
vote down the whiskey-inspired ribald 
hucksters of calumny; vote for a policy 
which will do justice to the North-West 
and cause money to be expended on useful 
works in Regina, Moose Jaw, Maple Creek, 
Medicine Hat and other places along the 
line; vote down a policy of green-grocer 
statesmanship and step-mother starvation 
for this great North-West; rise superior 
to party and vote as North-West men in 
the interests of R~gina and her sister 
towns; vote, electors, for your own 
interest and disassociate yourselves from 
the malignant squirts of a baffled and 
disorganized faction; vote with the over
whelming majority of the West Riding of 
Assiniboia for a man who has been for 
five years the friend of all, Grit and 
Tory, a man who has fought your battles, 
and has shown that he is deeply interested 
in your welfare -- in a word VOTE FOR 
DAVIN.118 

This the majority of electors did; Davin polled a total of 726 

votes throughout the constituency, while Ross received 423;119 

Davin won all but four of the polls in the riding, his most sig

nificant losses being Moose Jaw, Rossts home, and Wood Mountain, / 

' . . 120a Met1s commun1ty. 

Local comment on the outcome is instructive: the Leader 

rejoiced with those Regina citizens who, with their brass band, 

serenaded Mr. Davin on the Wednesday following the election;121 

118 Regina Leader, Mar. 15, 1887, "Today." 

119 The Canadian Parliamentary Companion 1887, J.A. Gemmill, 
Editor, Ottawa, 1887, p. 177. 

120 Regina Leader, Mar. 22, 1887, "Territorial Elections." 

121 .!.lli.!!., "Mr. Davin Serenaded. II 
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the Journal remarked that "one very noticeable feature of the 

voting was the manly way in which electors announced their votes 

for 'James Hamilton Ross,' and the faltering, hesitating way in 

which others said fDavin,n;122 the same issue attributed the 

Liberal defeat to being late in the field, to being unable to 

win the votes of the large number of government employees and 

contractors, to the open vote, and to the effect of patronage 

in its various forms, or as it was called, IIboodle. n1 23 In con

trast, however, while acknowledging with a certain regret that 

the four territorial representatives were straight government 

supporters, the Edmonton Bulletin suggested that these four mem

bers, Davin included, 

will compare favourably with those of any 
province in Confederation~ They are all 
local men of high standing, who are identi
fied thoroughly with the country and in 
the vocations which they have thus far 
severally pursued have shown good abilities. 
Such men are naturally far preferable to 
mere politicians however able, and it is 
to be hoped that in the duties they have 
been called upon to assume they will do 
as well as in those that have fallen to 
their lot already.124 

Who then was this Nicholas Flood Davin whom the electors of 

Assiniboia West had chosen to be their first representative in 

the House of Commons? He had been born on January 13, 1843, in 

Kilfinane, County Limerick, in Ireland as the son of N.F. Davin 

122 Regina Journal, Mar. 17, 1887, "North-West Elections."

123 Ibid., "The Wherefore and the Why."

124 March 26, 1887, "North-West Elections."
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and his wife Eliza. 1 25 His father died before Davin had reached 

his teens, and his mother apprenticed him to an ironmonger, but 

a philanthropic relative undertook to provide him with an edu

1 26 cation which the young man pursued at Queen's College, Cork, 

and at a college affiliated with the University of London before 

being admitted to the Honourable Society of the Middle Temple, 

London, on April 27, 1865.1 27 

Called to the bar on January 27, 1868,128 the young Davin, 

whom a contemporary has described as Ua tall, spare man with a 

1 29 very thin purse,tt turned to journalism for the living which 

the practice of law seemed to deny him. He became first a re

porter in the press gallery of the House of Commons, and later, 

during the Franco-Prussian War, a war· correspondent for the Irish 

125 TheParliamentarz Guide and Work of General Reference, 
1896-9, A.J. Magurn, Editor, Ottawa, 1898, p. SO. 
The entry shows Davin's father to have been a medical 
doctor, but A.S. correspondence with T.P. O'Neill of 
the National Library of Ireland reports that Davin's 
father's name is not included in lists of Irish medical 
practitioners of that period. See also J.R.C. Honeyman, 
tiThe Regina Leader," The Storz of the Press. Battleford, 
1928, p. 66, in which it is reported that Davin's father 
was serving in a regiment stationed at Kilfinane. 
J. Mackay Hitsman of the Army Historical Section, Ottawa, 
kindly checked Hart's Army Lists for 1842 and 1844 and 
advised me that uNo one named Davin is listed in any 
commissioned capacity." 

126 Roy St. George Stubbs, Lawzers and Laymen of Western Canada, 
Toronto, 1939, p. 1. 

127 O'Neill, loc, cit. 

128 Ibid. 

129 R. Thomas, "Three Irishmen I Knew," The Irish Booklover, 
n.d., n.p., p.68, photostat in A.S. 
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130
Times and the London Standard. As a war correspondent he had 

the opportunity to indulge what Stubbs has called his "zest for 

d ,,131. . f h i h hId da yen t ure, 1n pursu1t 0 w lC e was apparent y woun e at 

132
the siege of Montmedy and later was reported to have "made a 

spectacular exit from Paris in a balloon during the Communist 

troubles. n1 33 

Returning to the United Kingdom, Davin re-entered the press 

gallery of the House of Commons and later, in 1872, he held for 

a short time the position of editor of the Belfast Times. There 

he became involved in a dispute with the publisher which led to 

. d d d h i ... h h T' 134 ha 1 awsult an en e 1S assoc1at1on W1t t e 1mes. In t at 

same year he was injured in a fall from his horse, and by way of 

convalescence came to Canada commissioned by the Pall Mall Gazette 

to prepare a series of articles on a then current controversy -

1 35 
annexation. What was to have been a convalescent's sojourn, 

however, soon became a permanent residence for reasons which Stubbs 

describes as tithe charm of an Ontario midsummer, and ••• the 

opportunities in a country still in the morning of its birth. n1 36 

130 The Parliamentary Guide and ~ of General Reference, 
1898-9, p , 51. See also Stubbs, .2..ll• .£..i..t.., pp. 2-3. 

131 Stubbs,~. cit., p. 2. 

132 Ibid. 

133 Honeyman,~. cit., p. 66. 

134 O'Neill, loc. £i!. 

135 Stubbs,~. cit., p. 3. This was Davin's stock explanation 
of his reason for coming to Canada. No reference by Davin 
to his difficulties in Belfast has come to my attention. 

136 Ibid., p. 3. 
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Charlesworth points out too that: 

It was probably the great success of 
Thomas D'Arcy McGee in Canadian public 
affairs that prompted Davin to come to 
Canada; for though McGee had been the 
victim of an assassin's bullet, his 
career had been one to inspire admir
ation and emulation in fellow-country
men of ambition. 1 37 

And Davin, according to Charlesworth, possessed a "soaring am

bition" which his Toronto newspaper colleagues recognized "would 

by no means be satisfied by the modest career of a newspaper 

writer.,,138 

Although new to the country, Davin was not unknown in news

paper circles, and he was able to find a position almost immedi

1 39 ately on the Toronto Globe. He stayed with the Globe for 

three years, and on leaving that paper did some free lance 

writing and lecturing, and eventually joined the staff of the 

1 40 
Toronto Mail. 

Davin had been in Canada for only some nine months when his 

skill as an orator was brought to the attention of a Toronto 

audience. There was, in the early 1870's, considerable interest 

in Canada in the subject of annexation, a proposal which appeared 

to some to be a means of solving the economic problems of the 

137 Charlesworth,~. cit., pp. 23-24. 

138 Ibid., p. 24. 

139 Mallet to Patteson, Nov. 11, 1872. Mr. F. Mallet claims 
he was invited to Canada to join the staff of the Globe 
only to find that "a Mr. Davin, presenting himself for 
the vacant post at the same moment, and he, proving to 
be a personal friend and old colleague of Mr. Dymond's 
was appointed over my head." Patteson Papers, Archives 
of Ontario. 

140 Stubbs,~. cit., p. 4. 



-65

infant Dominion. A certain Dr. Tiffany of New York had pre

sented the case for annexation at a public meeting in Toronto 

in 1873, but a group of newsmen were not prepared to allow the 

occasion to pass without some sort of rebuttal, and it was to 

Nicholas Flood Davin that they turned. Davin spoke in Shaftes

bury Hall, Toronto, on April 19, 1873, with the Reverend Dr. 

McCaul, President of University College, in the Chair, and having 

called to his support the philosophers of the Greek and Roman 

Empires, the sages of the Old Testament, and the political theor

ists of modern Europe, he concluded that: 

March may wed September and Time divorce 
Regret, and the frosts of January nip 
the flowers of June, but not a law of 
separation pass between us and the country 
of our great ,forefathers, in order that 
there should take place a marriage trait
orous to our most valued and sacred 
traditions. Let the United States go on 
in their own course. We neither envy nor 
fear them. 1 41 

It was, according to one of Davin's later admirers, Davin not 

Tiffany who carried the day, and the success led Davin to feel 

that "his lot in the future was cast in Canada. u1 42 

In addition to his career as a journalist and orator, Davin 

made a modest place for himself within the Toronto legal frater

nity. He was entered on the Barristers' Roll for the Michaelmas 

143
Term of 1875, and on February 18, 1876, the Minutes of Convo

141 Nicholas Flood Davin, British versus American Civilization 
Toronto, 1873, p. 45. 

142 Z.M.Hamilton, "Men Important in Early History of Saskat
chewan," unpublished ms in A.S., p. 7. 

143 Rolls of the Law Society of Upper Canada, Osgoode Hall, 
Toronto. 
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cation note that "Mr. Nicholas Flood Davin, a member of the 

English Bar, was called to the Bar. 1,144 Davin was a dramatic 

courtroom orator, but he IIga v e only his spare energies to the 

,,1451 aWe Nevertheless, his defense of the printer George Bennett 

on trial in 1880 for the murder of George Brown, editor of the 

Globe, although unsuccessful, earned Davin an enviable reputation 

.. 146 
as a courtroom orator and 1 og1c1an. 

While both journalism and the law held a certain attraction 

for him, Davin was nevertheless drawn into the stream of Canadian 

politics. The campaign of 1878 found him a popular speaker on 

the Conservative circuit, and indeed, he was actually nominated 

at a convention in Peel, a nomination which he declined to 

accept. 147 Later in March the MAil reported him as saying that 

he did not intend to run in any constituency, "although he had 

148
been asked by three or four to do so." 

Davin played an active part in the Young Men's Liberal-

Conservative Association during the 1878 campaign, and the Mail 

reports a variety of political addresses delivered in Ontario at 

most of which he was in one form or another "cheered to the echo."14S 

144 Law Society of Upper Canada, Feb. 1865 - May 1876, 
Journal, Vol. 5, Osgoode Hall, Toronto. 

145 Stubbs,~. £1!., p. 4. 

146 See Albert R. Hassard, Famous Canadian Trials, Toronto~1924.

147 Toronto Mail, Mar. 8, 1878, p. 1. The Conservative candi
date in Peel, W. Elliott, won the election by 89 votes. 
See The Canadian Parliamentary Companion and Annual Register, 
1879,C.H. :t-facKintosh, Editor, Ottawa, 1879, p. 166 and 
p , 240. 

148 March 21, 1878, "The Coming Campaign." 

149 June 12, 1878, "Po1iticalNews." 
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Eventually Davin did allow his name to stand as the Conservative 

candidate in Haldimand where he conducted a very effective al

though unsuccessful campaign. Charlesworth records a technique 

used by Davin to solicit the Irish Catholic vote so important 

in this constituency. One of his assistants had procured a 

picture of an Irish Mother Superior who mayor may not have been 

related to Davin. While the candidate engaged in a political 

discussion with the master of a house, the assistant held the 

housewife in conversation, casually producing the picture of 

"Mr. Davin's sister." The housewife, usually impressed, would 

frequently refer the relationship to Davin who would manage to 

"sigh and murmur a wish that he were as saintly as his dear 

. ,,150s a s t e r , · 

Davin polled 1400 votes on this occasion as against the 1566 

polled by Mr. D. Thompson, the winning Liberal candidate, 151 but 

this in itself was a triumph in defeat, for Thompson was a well-

to-do local son who had won the two previous elections by accla

mation, who had held the seat continuously since 1863, and whose 

father before him had sat for Haldimand in the Assembly of the 

United Canadas from 1841 to 1851.1 52 

The campaign of 1878 marks the point at which Davin seems 

to have regarded his fortunes to be linked with those of the 

Conservative party, and his services to that party worthy of 

150 Charlesworth,~. cit. pp. 25-26. 

151 ~ Canadian Parliamentary Companion and Annual Register, 
1879, p. 237. 

152 Ibid., p. 224. 
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certain consideration. Ward shows that in December of that 

year Davin was writing to Macdonald asking for a lecture tour 

in the United Kingdom or some position in the North-West Terri-

t or1es to t1 e 1m over 1S 1nanC1a 1 1CU t1es.e re· . d h i h.i f· . 1 d I ff· 1· 153 H 

ceived neither a lecture tour nor an appointment to the North-

West, but in 1878 he was sent to Washington by the Macdonald 

government to conduct an investigation into American methods of 

Indian education. Two years later he was appointed secretary of 

a Royal Commission established to inquire into certain aspects 

of the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway. His work 

on this Commission was apparently satisfactory, for in 1884 

Macdonald was able to put his name forward as secretary of a 

Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration with the following re

commendation: 

Davin has his faults but he has also 
great merits. He is exceedingly in
dustrious, well read, and can sift and 
classify evidence. Judge Clark who 
was our chairman on the C.P. Railway 
[1] Commission was well satisfied with 
him and Sir Charles Tupper told us in 
Council that his index has a mark of 
genius. His fault is that he occas
ionally imbibes a little too much but 
I think you will find him notwithstand
ing this occasional failing exceedingly 
useful and he would take much work off 
your hands. 1 54 

In addition to the regular activities of his newspaper career, 

the demands of politics, and the practice of law, Davin had also, 

since his arrival in Canada, found time to devote to belles 

lettres. In 1877 he had published his best-known literary ven

153 Ward, "Davin and the Founding of the Leader, II p .13. 

154 Macdonald to Chapleau, July 3, 1884, photostat in A.S. 
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ture, The Irishman ill Canada, a genealogical history of leading 

Irish-Canadian families. In addition, being a gifted and popu

lar orator, he had produ~ed in pamphlet form a number of his 

speeches, and he was a frequent contributor to such periodicals 

as The ~, The Canadian Magazine, ~ Belfordfs Canadian 

l SS 
Monthly and Nationel Review, and the North American Review. 

o dOd 0 f hOI . 156 b h O 

In 1881 Davin was again offering himself to Macdonald as a 

c·onservatlve can 1 ate ln a ort comlng e ectl0n, ut tlS 

ambition was not yet to be realized, and in the following year 

he went west where destiny, or ambition, or economics, or the 

captivating "smell of new-mown prairie grass" were, like La Belle 

~ Sans Merci, to hold him in thrall. l S7 

This, then, was Nicholas Flood Davin who in appearance has 

been described as 

••• a well set-up man, just under six 
feet in height, straight as a reed, quick 
in action, but slow of speech. His features 
were liquid; they registered the birth of 
every idea in his brain. His head was 
large and well-posed •••• At an early age 

ISS In 1882 he published a small collection of poetry entitled 
Album Verses and other Poems which was followed in 1884 by 
another collection entitled Eos -- A Prairie Dream and other 
Poems, the main item of which, "Eos,n with revisions in both 
text and title, appeared again in 1889 under the Regina im
print as An Epic of the Dawn and other Poems, the first book 
of poetry to be published in the North-West Territories. 
Other of Davinfs publications are listed in Bruce Peel, A 
Bibliography of the Prairie Provinces ~ 1953, Toronto, 1956, 
and The British Museum General Catalogue of Printed Books, 
Vol. XLIX, London, 1952. 

156 Ward, tlDavin and the Founding of the Leader," p. 13. 

157 See Stubbs, .Q.P.. cit., pp. 6-7, and Ward, ttDavin and the 
Founding of the Leader," p. 13. Stubbs relies on Davinfs 
own explanation; Ward regards this as a legend and attaches 
greater significance to the existing documents. 
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he began to go bald. By his late thirties, 
his head, save for a fringe around the sides, 
was innocent of hair •••• 

In dress, Davin was a bit of a dandy. 
His clothes, no less than his speech and his 
mannerisms, showed a studied affectation. 
There was a distinct atmosphere about him. 
He gave the impression that he was acting 
a part which he had set himself. 1 5 8 

One who had known him has left a description of Davin as 

a man of commanding appearance, with a 
rich and appealing voice, in a pearl-gray 
suit, with the cutaway coat he always wore, 
[and] black-ribboned eye-~lasses with which 
he gestured effectively.l 9 

And another recalls 

particularly the power of his pale grey 
~yes, which, though never cold, gave a 
suggestion of "sizing up" the person he 
was talking to and calculating the im
pression he was making. 1 60 

This was the man who had been chosen to repr e s e n t the new 

constituency of Assiniboia West in the House of Commons. This 

was the Davin whom Grip described as uThe Coming Han." 

No member of the new Parliament [the 
comment continued] will be more closely 
watched by an expectant people than Mr. 
Nicholas Flood Davin, H.P. for West 
Assiniboia. Those people who have noted 
his ante-election address have a right 
to regard him as an independent member, 
who will retain his manhood, and in his 
own words "rise superior to party." 
That he will take his place in the front 
rank of our parliamentary orators, goes 
without saying, and we trust his eloquent 

158 Stubbs,~. £ii., p. 19. 

159 Jessie R. Bothwell, "High Diplomacy in a Jury," The Leader
Post, Regina, Sept. 11, 1954. 

160 Charlesworth,~. cit., p , 24. 
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voice will be invariably on the side of 
right. It will be no easy work for him, 
however. The Government, no doubt, 
counts him amongst its chattels, and will 
do its utmost to suppress any indication 
of independence on his part. We hope hi61 
will mark this down in his little book. 

For Nicholas Flood Davin, M.P., founder and editor of the Regina 

Leader, erstwhile Ontario and English barrister, war correspond

ent, press gtllery reporter, poet, and author, the election of 

1887 had truly opened wide the doors on Ita world of hope." 

161 J.W. Bengough, Editor, Toronto, April 9, 1887, "Comments 
on Cartoons." 



CHAPTER II

I
THE HONOURABLE MEMBER FROM THE WILD WEST

When Davin entered the House of Commons for the first time 

as a member in 1887 he made no pretense about his party alleg

iance or his attitude to the constituency he represented: he 

was listed in the Parliamentary Companion as itA Conservative, 

[who] favours a broad and generous policy for developing and 

peopling the North-West. u 2 This description he proceeded to 

justify by word and deed, and in the four sessions of the Sixth 

Parliament from 1887 to 1890 he concerned himself with the pro

blems of the individual settler as well as the broader issues 

affecting the Dominion and the Empire. Hansard records Davin 

discussing the question of the half-breed claims on one occasion, 

and Irish Home Rule on another; he is further recorded instruct

ing the House on the justice of public expenditure in the Terri

tories and again on the history of the Society of Jesus; or he 

is found advocating the publication of agricultural bulletins 

in German, or the maintenance of the Imperial connection. Thus, 

while one opposition member could refer to Davin as "the incarn

3ation of Banff Springs, namely, gush and gas," and another could 

1 H.C.D., May 3, 1887, Vol. I, p. 237. Mr. Casey referred to 
Davin on this occasion as "my hone friend from the wild
west," and added, "he will excuse me if I cannot remember 
his constituency at this moment __ It to which Davin replied, 
"I will excuse any amount of ignorance." 

2 The Canadian Parliamentary Companion, 1887, J.A. Gemmill, 
Editor, Ottawa, 1887, p. Ill. 

3 H.C.D., May 3, 1887, Vol. I, p. 237. 
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call him "the blatherskite from West Assiniboia,,,4 still another 

could inform the House that "[Davin] is a man I admire very much. 

I admire his ability and his eloquence •••• 115 Davin, somewhat in 

the tradition of Cyrano de Bergerac, had about him a panache 

which his contemporaries could either value or scorn, but could 

not ignore. 

He was active privately in the interests of his constituents 

from the very day he was elected to Parliament, and the Hon. John 

Thompson, Minister of Justice, was the recipient of a number of 

letters in which the new member for Assiniboia West presented 

the claims of his constituency and its inhabitants. Over the 

years Thompson became a sort of confidant for Davin, a friend 

and adviser to whom Davin unburdened himself from time to time. 

In 1888, for example, he wrote to Thompson as follows: 

I am alive to doing all in my power 
for the Catholic portion of my Constitu
ency, and have recommended Mrs. Simpson 
for a position in the Indian Office. 

But neither for Catholics nor pro
testants rsic] who have done nothing for 
the party can I do anything while men who 
worked hard and whose other claims stand 
high are unprovided for. Father Graton 
knows how sincerely I desire to meet his 
wishes where it can bg done with justice, 
fitness and prudence. 

Davin pressed the interests of his constituents in public 

4 Ibid., May 7, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4538. This expression, being 
unparliamentary, was withdrawn with the explanation that it 
had been used inadvertently: " ••• 1 thought he was outside, 
when an unpalatable truth might be stated," said the offend
ing member, Mr. Charlton. 

5 Ibid., Apr. 28, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4057. 

6 Davin to Thompson, Aug. 27, 1888, Thompson Papers, Vol. 74, 
No. 5222, P.A.C. 
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as well, and he was not the least reluctant to take or make 

opportunities to advocate public improvements in the North-

West. On one occasion he pointed out to the government that 

a court house and a lock-up were absolute necessities at Medicine 

Hat, Maple Creek, and Moose Jaw. He said: "It is not consonant 

with the dignity of justice that the Judges of the Supreme Court 

of the North-West Territories should hold their court in __ " and 

when a member interjected with, UA school house," Davin continued, 

nIt is worse than that -- they have got to hold their court in 

a tavern. n 7 On another occasion, his activities on behalf of 

those who had taken part in the suppression of the Saskatchewan 

Rebellion drew from Sir Adolphe Caron, the Minister of Militia 

and Defence, the acknowledgement that "no member of Parliament 

has taken a deeper interest in trying to secure recognition for 

those who took part in the suppression of the rebellion troubles 

8
in the North-West than my hone friend from Assiniboia (Mr. Davin).n

He was concerned with the welfare of the Indians and M'tis,9 

and when the House became involved in a discussion of the pro

priety of religious education in the state-supported Indian 

schools, he expressed the opinion that the government would be 

Uwanting in its duty ••• if it did not join hands with the various 

religious bodies in attending to [the] religious culture [of the 
10

Indians].1f The impression that the church-state question was 

7 H.C.D., Apr. 28, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4040. 

8 ~., May 4, 1888, Vol. II, p. 1205. 

9 See for example ibid., Apr. 26, 1888, Vol. II, 
also ibid., Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, c. 3309. 

p. 1011, and 

10 Ibid., Apr. 28, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4049. 
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at issue in the matter had arisen, according to Davin, because 

of a "confusion of language"; "the eloquence of my hone friend 

here (Mr. Landerkin) which is always amusing, and the logic of 

my hone friend from Bothwell which is always irresistible, at 

11
the present time are both at fault. n 

It was, however, the cause of the North-West settler which 

Davin espoused with the greatest vigour. Since immigration, rail

ways, and the tariff were each essential to the national equilib

rium, and since the developing North-West Territories were perhaps 

more deeply affected by government policy than other parts of the 

Dominion, the three-legged stool which was the National Policy of 

the Macdonald government had a special significance for the North-

West, and it was therefore to be expected that Davin, concerned 

as he was with the condition of the people in the North-West, would 

concern himself with the immigration, railway, and tariff policies 

of the federal government. On the question of immigration and 

settlement, fo~ example, the House heard from him frequently on 

such matters as the homestead regulations,12 squatters! rights,13 

. 1 f 14 11 b . 15. . . 16 d . .exper1menta arms, we - or1ng, 1rr1gat10n, an a un1vers1ty 

I 7 for the North-West Territories. The House also heard from him 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. , June 11, 1887, Vol. II, p. 891. 

13 Ibid., Apr. 20, 1887, Vol. I, pp. 19-20. 

14 Ibid. , Feb. 22, 1889, Vol. I, p. 292. 

15 Ibid. , Apr. 5, 1889, Vol. II, p. 1080. 

16 Ibid. , Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, c. 3292. 

17 Ibid. , c. 3315. 
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frequently on the question of second homesteads, and indeed, his 

campaign for justice in this matter stands as a most notable 

demonstration of his persistence and his effectiveness as a back-

bench representative of the western settler. 

In 1883, The Dominion Lands Act had been amended to permit 

a settler who had received his patent after three years' residence 

to file for a second homestead. While this was not the practice 

in the United States, Macdonald had explained to the House that 

the consequence of prohibiting the practice would undoubtedly be 

a drain of experienced farmers to the American territories, and 

the House appeared to be in general accord with the principle of 

18the proposal. Consequently, The Dominion Lands Act, 1883, 

assented to on May 25, contained the provision that "any person 

who has obtained a homestead patent after three years' residence 

19
••• may obtain another homestead and pre-emption entry." By 

1886, however, it had become apparent that the principle of the 

second homestead had not had the desired results; rather than dis

couraging the exodus of settlers, it had encouraged speculation 

in land, and the weed-infested fields of homesteads abandoned by 

farmers who had moved farther west were in fact an injury rather 

than an improvement to the land. The government, therefore, intro

duced a measure to repeal the second homestead provision which, 

after an amendment· in committee to protect the rights o( those 

who had already received their patent recommendations, became law 

18 ~., Apr • 27, 1883, Vo1. I I, p , 860 f f". 

19 45-46 Viet., c. 17, s. 37. 
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on June 2, 1886. The second homestead provision had thus been 

on the statute books for three years and eight days, and since 

three years t residence was required before a settler could receive 

his patent, settlers who had taken up a homestead between May 25, 

1883, and June 2, 1886, expecting to qualify for a second on com

pletion of their patent requirements were virtually excluded, 

while those who had settled before the provision was made in 1883 

were able to benefit from it. Davin appeared in the lists as the 

champion of the former group seven days after Parliament opened 

in 1887. 

On April 20 of that year he introduced a bill to amend The 

Dominion Lands Act to allow a person who had settled between May 

25, 1883, and June 2, 1885 [sic] to enter for a second homestead 

on any day after he had received his recommendation for the patent. 

This was, in his words, "only the merest measure of justice to 

21 the persons who will be affected by it,n but his bill died after 

first reading. A government measure to amend The Dominion Lands 

Act, designed in part to extend the qualifications for a second 

homestead, was introduced later in the session, but in Davin's 

view, as he explained it to the House, the measure would "not bear 

powder and shot for a moment when you bring the test of justice 
22 

to it. f f In his opinion, the bill failed from the point of view 

of both policy and justice, for in effect it made it easier for 

those who had no moral right to a second homestead while those 

20 49 Viet., c. 27. 

21 H.C.D., Apr. 20, 1887, Vol. I, p. 19. 

22 ~., June 11, 1887, Vol. II, p. 891. 



-78

with both a moral and a legal right were completely deprived of 

the opportunity. 

I know it will be said that the second 
homestead was a bad policy [he argued]. 
I grant that it was a bad policy and a 
mistake; but whose mistake and whose 
bad policy was it? It was our mistake 
and our bad policy. It was not the 
mistake of the Englishman, who, in 1884, 
on the Downs of Devon, met the emigrat
ion agent, and learned from him that in 
this great liberal land, that in this 
paradise of the settler, he could §et a 
second homestead if he came here. 2 

As far as Davin was concerned, bad policy or not, Parliament could 

not in conscience repudiate a moral contract with the settler. 

To this argument the Minister of the Interior, Thomas White, 

replied: 

••• while I have listened with great 
pleasure to the hone gentlemants speech, 
I cannot quite say that I am altogether 
convinced by it. However, we will iis
cuss it when we go into committee. 2 

This reply did not, of course, satisfy Davin, and he went across 

to the Minister and in private conversation learned that White had 

in fact seen the full force of the argument, but when pressed to 

n 25 act on it replied "I do not think I can. At this Davin ngota 

little mad, that is to say ••• a little aggravated; [since, as he 

explained later] it is very seldom that I get mad, but when I do 

.. 1 . h . d i . ,,26 d h . b k1t 1S mere y a r1g teous 1n 19nat10n, an aV1ng gone ac to 

23 .!..!UJ!. 

24 Jbid. 

25 For Davin's account of 
1889, Vol. I, p. 353. 

this incident see ~., Feb. 27, 

26 Ibid. 
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his place, thought the matter over before approaching the 

Minister again with this appeal: 

Well, look here, you have been very good 
to us, you have done nearly everything 
that could have been done by your depart
ment •••• Now put [the termination date 
for applying for second homesteads] on 
one year and I will be satisfied for the 
present. 27 

To this appeal White replied: til will risk it. 1I 2 8 

The principle was not argued to any extent in committee, and 

indeed MacDowall from Saskatchewan was prepared to allow the 

Minister to deal at his discretion with any cases of hardship. 

He said: 

••• I do not altogether agree with [Mr. 
Davin] that a very great injury will be 
done unless this clause ••• is altered. 
I believe this clause as it stands will 
satisfy most people in the North-West •••• 29 

However, just before the committee rose, the Minister made the 

concession which he had promised Davin earlier, and moved an 

amendment to extend the time limit within which a settler could 

apply for a second homestead from June 2, 1886, to June 2, 1887, 

and he added a further proviso to permit a certain group, the 

crofters, who had been allowed to create charges against their 

land, but who had completed their duties by June 2, 1887, to make 

a second homestead entry. He said: 

I think I will meet the views of the hone 
gentlemen from the North-West and Manitoba, 
all of whom, notwithstanding the remarks 

27 .ll.iJ!. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Ibid., June 11, 1887, Vol. II, pp. 904-5. 
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of hone gentlemen opposite that they are 
too willing to agree with the view of 
the Government, have been most persistent 
in their efforts to have their views, not 
only in this matter, but in some other 
matters carried out •••• 30 

Davin's back-bench tactics -- private consultation with the 

Minister combined if necessary with public criticism in the 

House -- were beginning to bear fruit. 

The matter of second homesteads was not raised in 1888 "for 

a lamentable reason -- [as Davin explained later] because we had 

lost the man [Thomas White] who had been such an ornament to 

31
this House,tI but in 1889, on a motion for papers respecting 

memorials from the North-West government, Davin again explained 

the injustice which still existed, since the amendment of 1887 

would benefit only those who had come in on or before June 2, 

1884. 32 He was more explicit later in that same session when the 

House was considering further amendments to The Dominion Lands 

Act. He listed the petitions which had been received on the 

question in 1887 and 1889; he quoted from a Department of Agri

culture guide book of 1885 to show that the promise of a second 

homestead had been held out to the prospective settler; and he 

suggested the further extension of the period for applying for 

second homesteads to June 2, 1889. When the Hon. Edgar Dewdney, 

who had succeeded Thomas White as Minister of the Interior, re

plied that he "felt very much disinclined to perpetuate a system 

30 Ibid., p. 914. 

31 Ibid., Feb. 
had died on 

27, 1889, 
April 21, 

Vol. I, 
1888. 

p. 354. The Hon~ Thomas White 

32 Ibid. 
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33
which I think has been a very great injury to the country," 

Davin countered by suggesting that the Minister's approval or 

disapproval of the policy was not at issue; the question at 

issue was the question of justice, and justice was on the side 

of the settlers in this matter. 

I should be very sorry to see the Govern
ment persevere ~n that policy, [he con
cluded] because I remember the flourish 
of trumpets with which it was first 
announced, and if it is persevered in, we 
shall have the spectacle of the Government 
of Canada strutting into a difficulty and 
afterwards sneaking out of it. 3 4 

In the session of 1890 Davin used a parliamentary question 

as a means of pressing for action on the matter of second home

steads when he asked what representations the government had 

received in this matter, what consideration they had given to 

such representations, and what decisions had been arrived at. 

Dewdney answered that eleven petitions had been received, that 

the government had reviewed the matter and come again to the 

conclusion "that the granting of second homesteads was not bene

ficial to the interests of the whole North-West,"35 and that the 

Department of Justice had advised that those settlers who made 

33 Ibid., Apr. 25, 1889, Vol. II, p. 1539. Dewdney had been a 
Member of the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia in 
1868-69 and a Member of Parliament for Yale from 1872-79. 
He was appointed Indian Commissioner in the North-West Terri
tories in 1879 and Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West 
Territories in 1881. He entered the House of Commons again 
in a byelection in 1888 as the member for Assiniboia East. 
See Henry James Morgan, ~ Canadian ~ and Women of the 
~, Toronto, 1898, pp. 267-68. 

34 H.C.D., Apr. 25, 1889, Vol. II, p. 1540. 

35 Ibid., Mar. 17, 1890, Vol. I, c. 2023. 
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entry between May 25, 1883, and June 2, 1886, were not entitled 

to the privilege of second homesteads. 

A month later Davin reopened the question with this motion: 

That it is just and expedient that clause 
43 of the Dominion Lands Act be amended 
by extending its provisions from the 2nd 
day of June, A.D. 1887, to the 2nd day 
of June, A.D. 1889. 36 

In an impassioned speech he reiterated the arguments for the 

justice of his case, attacked the illogical position of the 

government, and in closing the debate suggested that if a large 

corporation were in a si*ilar position, it would probably have 

the support of the members, 

But in the case of these poor settlers, 
who are without means of making their 
voices felt in the country, when a humble 
member of this House brings forward their 
claims, we have a great man using his 
power against their position. I say you 
may vote on this how you like, their claim 
stands rooted in justice; as it stands 
there it oug~1 to be strong against the 
whole world. 

The motion vas negatived on division, but not before the Hon. 

Peter Mitchell made this comment which reveals something of his 

assessment of the member for Assiniboia West: 

It always affords me pleasure to listen 
to the hon. gentleman. Everybody knows 
he is talented, clever, and able; and 
when he takes hold of any case, he gen
erally looks to see it through, when he 
is in the humor. It is much to my surprise 
and my gratification that for once he has 
plucked up courage enough to attack the 
Government, assail their policy, denounce 
their unjust acts, and endeavor to persuade 

36 ~., Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, c. 3298. 

37 Ibid., cc. 3318-19. 
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this House to pursue a course which will 
lead to a different state of things from 
that pursued by the Administration which 
the hone gentleman has supported in the 
past and no doubt will continue to support 
in the future. 3 8 

It was true, as Mitchell had said, that Davin would continue to 

~upport the administration; it was true, also, that he would 

continue to see his case for second homesteads through to a 

conclusion. 

This second homestead issue was, however, not an isolated 

indication of Davin's independence as Mitchell's comment might 

suggest. Davin's concept of the parliamentary process was a 

concept which embraced "the best and noblest traditions [of 

ParliamentJ,tt and he sought in Parliament Usomething like plast

icity, something like that capacity for being convinced which 

the very idea of a Parliament implies, and without which a 

Parliament is a mockery.,,39 In February of 1890, for example, 

Davin had participated briefly in the debate on an opposition 

motion to establish a committee to enquire into the exodus of 

Canadians to the United States, and he alluded to this idea of 

plasticity when he said: 

••• if my hone friends on this side, in
stead of moving for a fishing committee 
would make a motion in favour of an 
energetic immigration policy, they would 
find that some of the Tories would be 
voting with them. 40 

He returned to a criticism of the government and its immigration 

policy the next month when an almost empty House was in Committee 

38 Ibid., c. 3319. 

3 9 ~., June 11, 1887, Vol. I I , p , 891. 

40 Ibid., Feb. 10, 1890, Vol. I, c. 433. 
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of Supply on immigration. He was critical of the fact that all 

the leaders of the opposition and all but a few of the government 

leaders were out of the House when this great aspect of the 

National Policy was being discussed, and he claimed the matter 

could not be discussed without revealing weaknesses in the 

policies of both parties, but he was especially critical of the 

present administration. 

Sir, [he said] at this moment we ought 
to have at the head of one or other of 
these Departments a man of genius, a 
man of great energy, but at the present 
moment we have a Cabinet of antiques: 
I do not care how broadcast it is sent 
tomorrow morning, it has to be spoken 
out, we have a Cabinet of antiques. 41 

The phrase was indeed broadcast: an opposition member referred 

to it as "the most true statement of the Government's ability 

ever given by any hone gentleman on this side of the House tt;42 

and a few days later Grip carried the following comment on the 

incident: 

Mr. Grip has always felt an interest 
in that brilliant but rather erratic 
genius of Regina, Mr. N.F. Davin, and our 
advice to him has always been to stand up 
independently in the House and give to the 
country and not to any party the benefit 
of his fine talents. Mr. Davin has not 
always "done us proud l1 by following this 
sound advice, but we forgive him a great 
deal in view of the refreshing little epi
sode which took place the other day in 

41 Ibid., Mar. 26, 1890, Vol. I, c. 2447. Davin had used the 
phrase earlier; see Re~ina Leader, July 5, 1883, "Settlers 
on the Reserve," in which he said: "We have a sincere 
admiration for Sir John Macdonald, but he certainly seems 
to have a love for cabinet antiques." 

42 n.C.D. Mar. 26, 1890, Vol. I, c. 2526. 
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the Emigration debate. 43 

With respect to railway policies, it was perhaps the mono

poly clause in the Canadian Pacific charter which most seriously 

offended the settler who attributed to it the high freight rates, 

the long hauls for certain commodities such as coal, and the 

isolation of certain areas which had been settled, in some cases, 

years before the construction of the trans-continental line. 

Morton shows that the policy which prohibited even temporary 

rail connections with the United States prior to the completion 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway led directly to great inconveni

ence for the settlers, for the flood of immigration had entered 

the West ahead of the ra~lway, and thus, even by 1881 when the 

C.P.R. reached Brandon, "its single line running across the 

province was already·inadequate. n44 The government of Manitoba 

therefore took it upon itself to charter railways under its 

constitutional power to incorporate commercial companies, and 

this led directly to a jurisdictional dispute with the federal 

government which resulted in the federal disallowance of the 

Manitoba railway charters. In 1887, the year in which Davin 

entered Parliament, Mr. Robert Watson, the Liberal member for 

the Manitoba constituency of Marquette, challenged the govern

ment's act of disallowance, and Davin thereby immediately became 

involved in a situation which was to be something of a harbinger 

of a later crisis in his political career. 

43 Apr. 5, 1890, pp. 229-30. 

44 A.S. Morton, Historx of Prairie Settlement, Toronto, 1938, 
p. 66. 
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Davin did not participate in the debate on Mr. Watson's 

motion, a motion which was clearly an expression of want-of

confidence, since Macdonald had said in the course of the debate: 

If this House thinks [the government 
was wrong in their exercise of disallow
ance], it will so express its opinion, 
and another Government will advise His 
Excellency ••• when Manitoba repasses 
those Acts, and they will be allowed 
to go into operation. 45 

Nor did Davin vote in the division which concluded the debate, 

and in which the other three North-West members cast their votes 

for the government. Thus Davin left himself open to charges 

made later in the press and repeated in the House, that he had 

"shirked the vote. n4 6 Thus too he found it necessary on a later 

occasion to explain the stand he took not only on the question 

f d 1sa" but 1 so t h quest10n"f0 h" pos1t10n "'o 11owance, a on e 1S "" V1S ~

vis his constituency and his party. 

When I came down here [Davin explained] 
I was, in principle, opposed to dis
allowance ••• [but] when I found the 
hone member for Marquette (Mr. Watson) 
was about to make disallowance a question 
of want of confidence, I said to my 
friends, some of whom sympathized with me, 
if it comes to a question of want of con
fidence in the Government, it is all 
perfect nonsense, you must vote for the 
Government. Why? With the Government 
supported by a powerful majority, nothing 
could be effected except to present your 
nice conscientious views on the question 
of disallowance. So that I lay down this 
proposition, that when a party man differs 
on a detail from his party, such as this 
matter is, the proper thing for him to 
do, if he agrees with the party in its 
general program, is to support his party, 

45 H.C.D., May 26, 1887, Vol. I, p. 578. 

46 Ibid., June 15, 1887, Vol. II, p. 1015. 
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to keep his party in power so that it may 
carry out a beneficent general policy, 
and for the time being to allow that 
small side issue to rest. I have long 
ago thought that question out, and it is 
a very delicate and nice question. It 
is a very different thing if the differ
ence occurs on a large question. 4 7 

One might very well have asked what Davin meant by na large 

question U if, in his view, the disallowance of the Manitoba 

railway legislation was merely a detail of party policy, but 

the answer might well have been that this particular matter 

was a local issue which did not warrant a party revolt. Yet 

why, then, did he feel it necessary to abstain? His explanat

ion was given the following year when the House was debating a 

government measure to guarantee C.P.R. bonds in return for the 

surrender of the monopoly clause in the railway charter. He 

had been under the impression that his constituents were not 

particularly concerned with the question of disallowance, and 

while he was personally of the view that disallowance was not 

the best policy to pursue, the government had based its position 

on the interests of the Dominion at large, and therefore, Davin 

explained, "I did not vote. I did not pair •••• I abstained 

from voting because I thought then that that was the only course 

n 48 for me to pursue. Davin called Edmund Burke to his defence 

in this matter when he claimed that "nothing but the very great

est question, questions affecting the interest of the country 

47 Ibid., p. 1014. 

48 Ibid., May 11, 1888, Vol. II, p. 1364. Note that Davin is 
listed in H.C.D., 1887, Vol. I, p. viii, as having paired 
with Mr. MacKenzie in the division on Watson's disallowance 
motion. 
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at large, can justify a man in breaking the bonds of an honorable 

[party] connection of that sort. u4 9 

He went on to argue the case in terms of the legislation 

presently under consideration: 

They have got rid, not of the disallowance 
for which the hon. member for Marquette 
(Mr. Watson) was struggling, and for which 
I in my way was struggling -- for I never 
concealed my opinion, but in fact stated 
in a very plain way to the head of the 
Government what my view on this subject 
was, that while my friends in Manitoba 
were contending for disallowance we in 
the North-West were not deeply interested 
in disallowance unless we had also monopoly 
got rid of; but the Government decided to 
get rid of monoBoly and disallowance at 
the same time. 5 

Davin had entered an area in which his conduct was subject to 

interpretation and in which the twin loyalties to party and to 

constituency appeared to conflict. His position may have been 

philosophically sound, but in terms of party politics the subtlety 

of the argument might very well have escaped the average party 

member, and the apparent conflict remained unresolved. 

On the specific issue of this debate, the guaranteeing by 

the government of Canadian Pacific bonds in return for the aban

donment of the monopoly clause, Davin stood squarely with the 

government. He referred to the growing value of the monopoly 

with the growth in production and population of the West; he 

claimed that the government had struck a good bargain for Canada 

in eliminating the monopoly clause in return for a guarantee of 

49 Ibid., May 11, 1888, Vol. II, p. 1364. 

50 Ibid., p. 1365. 
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the interest on $15,000,000 worth of bonds; and he was critical 

of that parochialism which forever argued in terms of what the 

West had cost the Dominion: 

••• do not let any man from Ontario or 
Quebec imagine that we for one second 
will listen with any patience to the 
proposition that the North-West is in 
any way indebted to the rest of Canada. 
The fact is this: it is the rest of 
Canada that is indebted to the North
West. We have given you a backbone. 
We have put you in a position to go be
fore the world with the certainty of a 
great future, and hence it is that your 
credit stands so well. 51 

Finally, he refused to endorse an opposition amendment regret

ting that the security for the guarantee was inadequate and 

that the agreement contained no specific commitment to construct 

branch lines. 

Now, Sir, [said Davin in closing his 
speech] I cannot vote for the amendment 
••• because part of it contains pro
positions which the Government have 
endorsed, and it closes with the simple 
regret that the Government have not done 
so and so •••• Sir, I am a material 
creature. I am not airy enough, I am 
not volatile enough to be able to divide 
on a regret or go into battle about a 
sigh. 5 2 

There were other aspects of railway monopoly which concerned 

Davin. For instance, in 1887 the opposition had argued that the 

Qu'Appelle, Long Lake and Saskatchewan Railway and Steamship 

Company should not receive land subsidies since this short line 

was being built simply to enhance the value of certain coal 

51 ~., p. 1366. 

52 Ibid. 
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properties, but Davin had argued that coal was an expensive 

and essential commodity on the treeless plains and everything 

possible should be done to increase competition amongst coal 

53 suppliers in that area. On the other hand, when Mr. Walter 

Shanly, a Montreal Conservative, moved third reading of a bill 

to incorporate the Alberta Railway and Coal Company, the motion 

was opposed on the grounds that the bill would create another 

monopoly which would tend to increase the price of coal in the 

North-West Territories. Mr. Watson moved an amendment in an 

attempt to fix the freight charges on coal, and Davin, having 

spoken against the bill, voted for the amendment as one of a 

handful of Conservatives and the only North-West member voting 

. h .. 54agalnst t e maJorlty. 

Thus the premises upon which Davi~ based his actions as 

both an honourable party man and a North-West representative 

begin to emerge. On those many minor issues which did not 

involve a question of confidence in the government and on which 

Davin's views differed from the majority of his party, he was 

prepared to ignore party lines; where want-of-confidence was 

involved, but where the government enjoyed a commanding majority, 

Davin acknowledged his differences by abstention. 

As for the third leg of the National Policy, the tariff, 

Davin was clearly a protectionist, and indeed had been one of 

53 Ibid., June 18, 1887, Vol. II, p. 1119. 

54 Ibid., Feb. 25, 1889, Vol. I, p. 299. 
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that group of newspapermen which included John Maclean, 

R.W. Phipps, Thomas White, and C.H. Mackintosh who in the 

late 1870's had "enthusiastically advocated a new and more 

national [protective] system. n5 5 While his position was to 

undergo certain modifications over the years, his fundamental 

belief in a protective tariff is apparent throughout his career. 

In 1887, for example, he argued in favour of a protective duty 

on the patent insides of newspapers,56 and again, while Perley 

from Assiniboia East spoke in favour of a reduction of the 

duty on agricultural implements from 35 per cent to 25 per cent, 

Davin argued against the proposal: 

In 1879 [he said] I saw in Winnipeg ••• 
agricultural implements of all sorts, 
made in the United States, costing 
something like 45 and 50 per cent. more 
than like agricultural implements cost 
today, and each had the saucy American 
flag sticking over it, and that saucy 
little flag indicated what would be the 
effect on our great country in the west 
if we had pursued a policy different to 
that which had been pursued by a wise 
far-seeing and patriotic Government.5~

Again in that same year when the opposition objected to a govern

ment proposal to raise the duty on newsprint from 22! per cent 

to 25 per cent arguing that such an increase would be in effect 

58 a "tax upon knowledge,n Davin's comment indicated something 

of his understanding of the theory underlying a protective tariff 

55 J.C. Hopkins, The Story of the Dominion, Toronto, 1901, p.423. 

56 H.~.D., May 16, 1887, Vol. I, pp. 448-49. 

57 ~., May 17, 1887, Vol. I, pp. 486-87. 

58 Ibid., May 18, 1887, Vol. I, p. 521. 
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policy: 

Our theory is that, by adopting a National 
Policy, we superinduce a state of things 
by which we not only get the manufacture of 
the article done in our own country, on our 
own ground, developing the resources of 
Canada and employing our own labour, but 
that in the end we lower the price of the 
article and immediately after bringing the 
policy into existence we give you the 
article at a cheaper, or, at least, as cheap 
a rate as before. 5 9 

It was in 1888, however, in the debate on Sir Richard 

Cartwright's motion for unrestricted reciprocity with the 

United States, that Davin gave the earliest extensive account 

of his position on the matter of protection. He began by 

suggesting a similarity between the demeanor of the Reform 

party and the doctor in Holi~re's comedy ~ Halade Imaginaire: 

both had been dismissed by the patient, and both consequently 

threatened the patient with destruction. In Davin's terms, 

unrestricted reciprocity was a prescription for the destruction 

of Canada. He suggested further that a comparison of Canada 

and the United States, with the population, the organized wealth, 

and the inchoate wealth of the two nations laid side by side, 

and an allowance made for the difference in age, would show to 

the advantage of Canada, and he refuted the argument that Canada 

was suffering from stagnation while everything was 1fhalcyon and 

progressive and satisfactory in the United States. u6 0 

59 Ibid., pp. 522-23. 

60 This and the following quotations are found in a.c.n., 
Mar. 16, 1888, Vol. I, pp. 223-34. 
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U What these hon. gentlemen remind me of is a story which those the present, and how they hate the sun and the adventurous hero. 
of us who have classical reminiscences will remember, I refer to When Proteus intrudes on them one wants the eve that she may see 
the old Greek story of how Proteus sets out to get the head of the him, and the other wants the tooth that she may bite him,and they 
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find the Gorgon. And he finds the three grey sisters, There they our friends pas" around is the exodus, and the eye was made in a 
are, beneath the moon, sitting on ice. They have only one eye Yankee workshop and can only see ruin in anythiR$t Canadian. 
among the three, and one tooth, snd they sing a doleful song of how Still they bate the sun, the sun of CAnada's prosperity, which at the 
the old days were better than the present, and they hate the sun and present hour, is shining above them bright and clear-aye, bright 
the presence of this young .energetic Greek, half divine, and of a and clear and in, as nations go, an unclouded sky-and the sun of 
herOism neYer before equalled-tbis Proteus who was bound on a the future may be felt by any man of prophetic vision, any man of 
IDOIt dangerous task, to get the head of that Medusa, which, once prophetic sense, so to speak; but they hate it all, and they siD« the 
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'J~~~~~~~~.!..!ailof hoW the old limes were. better t~__
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Unrestricted reciprocity, he argued, would do nothing 

to prevent the exodus of population to the United States, the 

so-called exodus being in fact a perfectly natural development, 

but one from whi.ch "these pessimists derive great consolation. U 

On the other hand, unrestricted reciprocity would certainly do 

great damage to the North-West, since American ranchers would 

immediately drive their herds north to graze on the Canadian 

prairies, and in ten years, Davin predicted, the grazing areas 

of the Canadian West would be cleaned off and the profits made 

in cattle would have gone "into the pockets of the millionaire 

ranchemen [sic] living in New York, Chicago and St. Louis." 

Not only would Canada lose this wealth, he continued, but in 

addition, naIl chance of \vinnipeg becoming the Chicago of the 

west will disappear." 

While admitting that geography imposed a certain relation

ship between Canada and the United States, Davin contended that 

Ita great deal more is made of our geographical position than is 

warranted," and in spite of geography Canadians need not "shrink 

from the noble task of building up a great nation. 1t To this end 

internal trade was as important to Canada as it was to the United 

States, and it was clear to Davin "that if we want to become a 

great nation, if we want to develop our resources in such a 

manner that the internal trade will be a great factor in our life, 

we must imitate the United States and pursue the same policy of 

protection." 

Protection, he went on, took many forms, and he cautioned 

the House that unrestricted reciprocity would not necessarily 

give Canadian manufacturers free access to American markets, for 
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just as British industry at one stage chose to protect itself 

through a free-trade policy, so Canadians would find that 

American industry would continue to enjoy protection by virtue 

of patents, by virtue of being richer and more highly organized, 

and by virtue of the fact that they had "long come to maturity, 

while our manufactures are only in an adolescent stage." The 

American market was in fact 'ta treacherous one" for Canada, 

since it would necessitate competition on very unequal terms. 

Thus, while unrestricted reciprocity would not open.lmerican 

markets to Canadians, it would, on the other hand, enable American 

products to enter the Canadian market freely, and Canadian in

dustry might therefore find it very difficult to retain even 

its own home trade. 

There were other considerations as well: loyalty to the 

Empire was not to be lightly disregarded; problems of Canada's 

relationship with her more powerful partner would undoubtedly 

arise, and without the support of the "lion of England" Canada 

would be "like a rabbit caught in a wild eat's claw. 1I Further

more, unrestricted reciprocity was but a first step to commercial 

union and annexation since the difference between them "is the 

difference between tweedle-dum and tweedle-dee." Again, the loss 

of a revenue tariff would leave Canada no alternative but to levy 

that most unfair tax of all, a tax on income, and at the same 

time the loss of Canadian shipping could be expected since 

Canada's overseas trade would disappear under a reciprocity agree

ment. Nor should Canadians be blind to the internal problems 

of the United States which would undoubtedly affect any nation 

as intimately linked with the United States as Canada would be 
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by such an agreement; combines were rampant and presented 

serious industrial problems; the Negro population, which would 

reach 96,000,000 by 1960, represented a problem which "menaces 

the future of the republic." Finally, Davin suggested, the 

real question was: "Shall we take a step that will land Canada 

in the United States and make this country part and parcel of 

the republic?" This question he answered with an eloquent "No": 

But Sir, [he concluded] I tell these pre
posterous propagandists of a contemptible 
pessimism, who whine out that Canada is 
doomed, 

"The grave's n~t dug where 
traitor hands shall lay 
In fearful haste her murdered 
corse away." 

No, Sir, Canada's future is secure. She 
is still young; but the day of maturity 
is at hand; and centuries hence, when the 
historian shall have marked with a pen of 
indelible scorn the character of this 
movement, her heart will be strong, her 
life vigorous, she will go forward in 
ever-expanding progress, beauty's ensign 
purple on her lips and on her cheeks, and 
the day remote beyond human ken when death's 
pale flag will be advanced there. 

On the question of protection, then, Davin had taken a 

position sympathetic to the Canadian manufacturer, and in defend

ing it he had used arguments calculated to appeal to the Canadian 

patriot. It remained to be seen whether he would be able to 

carry his constituents with him on this question even after bring

ing them face to face with the frightening adjunct to unrestricted 

reciprocity -- the invasion of North-West grazing lands by 

American cattle. 

Thus, throughout the course of the Sixth Parliament, Davin 

established his reputation as a parliamentarian of considerable 
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ability. He contributed to the debate not only his eloquence, 

but also the fruits of a well-stored mind, and a determination 

to represent the interests of his constituents as he saw them. 

Moreover, he participated in the rough and tumble of parlia

mentary life with a gusto that probably endeared him to many 

of his colleagues on both sides of the House, while undoubtedly 

there were some who were repelled by it. When, for example, he 

characterized certain remarks of David Mills and Sir Richard 

Cartwright as "parliamentary pedantry," and a member challenged 

him to "say it loud and say it slow,tt Davin countered with, "I 

will say it as loud and as slowly as the tympanum or dulness of 

61 the hone gentleman makes it necessary.n On another occasion 

he suggested to the House that the Hon. Edward Blake, the dis

tinguished leader of the Reform party, was "the greatest man 

in small things and the smallest man in great things with whom 

n6 2 my reading has brought me in contact. Again in that same 

year he recommended a change in Hansard proof readers arguing 

that the present employee was incompetent -- "some of the words 

might have been worshipped without idolatry, [Davin explained] 

because they were like nothing in Heaven above, on the earth 

beneath, or in the waters under the earth.,,63 And when, on be

half of the library committee, he urged the House to make a larger 

grant for the purchase of exchanges, he said: " ••• we cannot 

61 Ibid., May 3, 1887, Vol. I, p. 235. 

62 Ibid., Mar. 26, 1890, Vol. I, c. 2419. 

63 Ibid., Feb. 28, 1890, Vol. I, c. 1264. 
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64
make bricks without straw. That is an Egyptian task." 

He went on to argue with respect to the Library of Parliament 

that funds should be made available to purchase a wide variety 

of literary works without regard to the point of view of the 

author, but simply because certain works were recognized as 

being significant contributions to knowledge. For example, 

he went on: 

I may say in regard to Lampman: that I have 
read Lampmants works. The fact is that he 
is a genuine poet. His song is not the mere 
echo of high poetic culture, he has a genuine 
note of his own; he has a genuine inspiration 
of his own; and so far as we can encourage 
him we ought to encourage him in the interests 
of Canada, because you may be sure of this, 
that the life-blood of a people is the genius 
that is put into books. There is the life
blood from which statesmen, and merchants, and 
lawyers, and others draw their nutriment, and 
that is the centre and source of all power. 6 5 

Davints ambition too was apparent in these years and he was 

on occasion chided by his fellow-members for being too eager to 

demonstrate his qualifications for a portfolio. 66 Indeed, Davin 

hi~se1f suggested that he was, in his way, "a funnel, so to 

speak, conveying [to the House] what information was given to 

me •••• u67 This characterization was taken up by the members, 

and it was thrown back to Davin on a number of occasions as for 

example when one member expressed the hope that "whenever a 

64 Ibid., Apr. 28, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4070. 

65 ~., cc. 4072-73. 

66 See for example, 
Davin is charged 

ibid., May 8, 1888, Vol. 
with seeking the finance 

II, p. 1269, 
portfolio. 

where 

67 Ibid., Feb. 12, 1889, Vol. I, p. 61. 
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Minister of the Crown fails to give information to the House, 

[Davin] will prove himself up to his undertaking, and prove 

himself this peculiar political funnel so that we will receive 

all the information needed. u 68 Even before this though, Davin 

had had the last word: "I only wish [he had commented earlier] 

I could taper the funnel a little so as to get some information 

into my hone friends' heads, because the bottles are too small 

for the funnel. tt6 9 Yet Davin did not win all his engagements, 

and when on one occasion in committee he made bold to answer a 

question directed to a Minister, he was rebuffed by the quest

ioner in these words: 

In my simplicity I supposed the Minister 
who had charge of the department would be 
able to give us the information, otherwise 
I would have asked the hone member for 
East [sic] Assiniboia, whom we all know is 
ready to give information to everyone who 
desires it in this House. I hope the hone 
member will not feel in any way hurt because 
I neglected to ask him before asking the 
l-finister. 70 

His most serious rebuff, however, seems to have been his 

failure to win the appointment as Minister of the Interior in 

succession to Thomas White. In May, 1888, Grip had published 

a cartoon suggesting that Davin was the obvious choice for the 

office alongjwith the comment "Can there be any doubt as to who 

the next Minister of the Interior will be?,,71 Davin's reaction 

68 Ibid. , Feb. 22, 1889, Vol. I, pp. 281-82. 

69 Ibid. , Feb. 14, 1889, Vol. I, p. 130. 

70 Ibid. , Apr. 16, 1889, Vol. II, p. 1324. 

71 May 12, "Comments on Cartoons '. It 
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to Dewdney's appointment is not, of course, specifically docu

mented in Hansard, yet at the same time it is easy to detect a 

certain bitterness in the relationship between the new Minister 

and the member for Assiniboia West which had not at all intruded 

into Davin's relations with White, and indeed Dewdney reciprocated 

with a gruffness in his dealings with Davin, a gruffness which 

Ministers usually hesitate to employ even with opposition members. 7 2 

Yet in the same way that the bitterness of thwarted ambition is 

apparent, so also is it apparent that with all the eloquence, 

with all the knowledge, with all the sense of justice and of the 

parliamentary process, Davin still lacked those other qualities 

peculiar to even the most run-of-the-mill administrator. Perhaps 

it was Peter Mitchell who came closest to the mark when, after 

acknuwledging Davin's ability and his eloquence, he added this 

assessment: ft ••• but Davin has not any staying power about him. 

That is what is the matter with Davin. lt73 

Whether Davin had the necessary "staying power" or not, 

there seems to be no doubt that he had earned, if not the admir

ation, then at least the respect of his colleagues, for Edward 

Blake, that "great man in small things," in commenting on the 

"inestimable blessing" of parliamentary representation for the 

North-West Territories, said of Davin: "He says in the North

72 See for example H.C.n., Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, cc. 3301-02. 

73 Ibid., A.pr. 28, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4057. See al so supra, p. 82; 
also H.C.n., June 23, 1887, Vol. II, p. 1273, and ~.,
Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, cc. 3301-02. Both Mills and Dewdney 
suggested on different occasions that Davin's somewhat 
sporadic enthusiasm had caused the House certain inconvenience. 
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In this way, then, did the members of the House of Commons 

assess the qualities and characteristics of Nicholas Flood Davin 

as he had demonstrated them during the four sessions he had sat 

in the House. In addition, while the events of 1886 and 1887 

made it clear that the member for Assiniboia West could not ex

pect the unanimous support of his constituents, it is of some 

significance to note that his parliamentary activities merited 

the unanimous endorsation of at least the Regina District Liberal-

Conservative Association, for in January of 1889 it was: 

Moved by C.J. McCusker, Seconded by P. 
MeAra Sr. That this meeting of the 
Liberal-Conservative Association of the 
Regina District condemns the unjust and 
scurrilous attacks made by the "Winnipeg 
Call" on Nicholas Flood Davin M.P. for 
Western Assiniboia, who both before and 
since his entry into Parliament has by 
his able and patriotic action laid not 
only this district, but the whole 
Northwest under lasting obligations, and 
we hereby express our confidence in him, 
believing he will pursue the same patriotic 
course as heretofore, loyal not only to 
his party and the Dominion of Canada, but 
to the Northwest by standing up fearlessly 
for our rights. 75 

Shortly after prorogation on May 16, 1890, Davin returned 

to his constituency to attend to the politician's perennial task 

of mending political fences. His letters to Thompson in the 

74 Ibid., May 6, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4474. 

75 Minute Book, Jan. 3, 1889. 
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months that follow show his concern for those outward and 

visible signs which constituents regard as a measure of the 

influence their member is able to exert on the administration: 

I have been at the extreme west of my 
Constituency [he wrote on June 9] and found 
everything most satisfactory. Mooseiaw and 
Maple Creek will be the parts of my Consti~
uency which will require most looking after 
-- I hope you will have the Court Houses 

o
built there this year; also a Court House
fixed up at Medicine Hat. 76

They show, too, his confidence in his command of the electorate: 

You will be glad to hear [he wrote 
some months later] that in the western half 
of my Constituency (whence I have just come) 
I was everywhere received with enthusiasm. 
In three places Votes of Confidence unanimous: 
in one one hand contra; in another seven 
hands contra -- I wish to heaven the election 
would come on in March. I should have a march 
over -- They gave me a regular ovation at 
Moosejaw. This greatly surprised me -- it is 
very jealous of Regina. 77 

Yet, at the same time, Davin must also have been aware that with

in the Conservative organization itself those undercurrents of 

antagonism which had troubled the waters in 1886 and 1887 still 

ran close to the surface. Consequently, he found it necessary 

to seek Thompson's assistance to calm those waters: 

I write to you not merely as to a leader 
of mine but as to a friend. 

Nobody can get back his deposit who runs 
against me. Why then should I be put to the 
trouble of a contest. 

D.L. Scott Q.C. your agent is always do
ing his little best against me. He, his 
partner, and Le Jeune the banker are always 

76 Davin to Thompson, 
No. 12645, P.A.C. 

June 9, 1890, Thompson Papers, Vol. 109, 

77 Davin to Thompson, 
No. 14273, P.A.C. 

Jan. 19, 1891, Thompson Papers, Vol. 121, 
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in trying. I want you on receipt of this 
to write D.L. Scott saying something like 
this 

"We see from reports that Davin 
is very strong. I hope you will 
do all you can to help him. u 78 

The influence of even the Minister of Justice was in

sufficient in this case, for two days after Parliament had been 

dissolved 79 the first eddy of discontent began to rock the Con

servative boat in Assiniboia West. The Regina Standard, which 

had commenced publication on January 29, 1891, and had acknow

ledged its support of the Conservative party for so long as that 

. d "t •• 1 ... .1 80 
party cont1nue to represent 'a progress1ve nat10na sp1r1t, 

remarked editorially on February 5 that it was quite fit and 

proper for Davin to present himself for nomination at another 

convention, and the same editorial suggested that there were 

other possible Conservative candidates in Assiniboia West includ~

ing Thomas Tweed of Medicine Hat and D.L. Scott of Regina. 

[However] if Mr. Davin be the choice of such 
properly constituted convention we shall 
support his candidature. Let there be none 

78 Davin to Thompson, Jan. 30, 1891, Thompson Papers, Vol. 121, 
No. 14419, P.A.C. 

79 Dissolution had come as something of a surprise in the 
North-West Territories. See Edmonton Bulletin, Feb. 7, 1891, 
"The Elections." However, Davin seems to have been expecting 
an election well before he was warned by the Prime Minister 
on Jan. 30, 1891, that "a dissolution is quite on the cards." 
See Macdonald to Davin, Jan. 30, 1891, Macdonald Papers, 
Letterbook 27, No. 415, P.A.C. For a discussion of Macdonald's 
strategy in dissolving at this time, see D.G. Creighton, 
John A. Macdonald --~ Old Chieftain, Toronto, 1955, 
Chapter 15. 

80 Jan. 29, 1891, "Salutatory." The Regina Standard, published 
by the Standard Publishing Co. and edited by J.K. McInnis, 
had superseded the Regina Journal. See Historical Directory 
of Saskatchewan NeWSPapers, "1878-1950, University of 
Saskatchewan, 1951, p. 85. 
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of that eagerness to be first in the field, 
betraying conscious weakness. Let there be 
a convention without delay.81 

This editorial, Davin claimed in a letter to Thompson, had been 

written by D.L. Scott. 8 2 

Another nominating convention, however, seemed to be the 

last thing in Davin's mind at that time, for the Leader of 

February 10 carried his address to the electors, a friendly 

little item, the informality of which was considered appropriate 

because the ncandidate" felt as though he "were addressing so 

many brothers. u 83 Moreover, at a meeting in Regina on the pre

vious Saturday at which Davin had defended his party and his 

record, he had taken pains to demonstrate that a convention was 

quite unnecessary. In th~ first place, he claimed that there 

was no need for a convention, for the voters' minds were made 

up; in the second place, he argued that there was not time to 

organize a properly representative convention; in the third, he 

suggested that people could not afford to attend; in the fourth 

place, he hinted that "there [was] good ground for believing 

that foul play [was] intended by one or two gentlemen in the 

extreme west"; and finally, he warned that there was a distinct 

possibility that a Conservative convention might alienate certain 

84 
Reform votes which had already been pledged to him. 

81 Regina Standard, Feb. 5, 1891, nA Convention. 1t 

82 Davin to Thompson, 
No. 14555, P.A.C. 

Feb. 9, 1891, Thompson Papers, Vol. 122, 

83 Regina Leader, Feb. 10, 1891, "Address." 

84 .!.!1.i£i., ftA Big Meeting." 



-104

The "unanimous vote and [the] great British ringing cheer,,85 

with which this meeting endorsed the sitting member did not, 

however, reflect the views of Conservatives generally on the 

question of a nominating convention, and a convention was called 

for this purpose for Saturday, February 14, 1891. The Regina 

District Liberal-Conservative Association, at a meeting the day 

before, named their delegation and instructed them Uto vote for 

Mr. Davin as the nominee of the convention first -- last -- and 

86
always." 

In Moose Jaw the next day difficulties arose immediately 

over the admission of six "uncalled delegates" from settlements 

near Regina which some claimed were adequately represented by 

the delegation of fifteen sent from the Regina District associ

ation. These six were finally admitted, however, and when the 

convention turned its attention to choosing a candidate, Davin 

found himself opposed by Thomas Tweed of Medicine Hat. In the 

voting that followed Davin won with twenty-five votes to nineteen 

for Tweed who thereupon pledged his support to Davin. It is of 

some significance to note that the "uncalled delegates" from 

QutAppelle Valley, Loon Creek, McLean, and Hednesford voted 

f aV1n .. 1m maJor1ty f· h iso1 1· dly or D· g1v1ng h i h 1Si .. 0 S1X, 87 W1t. h out W 1C h , 

the Regina Standard claimed, "Mr. Tweed would have secured the 

nomination by the casting vote of the president. This very close 

call [the Standard continued] was a great surprise to those that 

85 .!!t!9.. , "What Will Mr. Davin Do?" 

86 Minute Book, Feb. 13, 1891. 

87 }i(edicine Hat Times, Feb. 19, 1891, "}iloos e Jaw Convention. tI 
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had been led to believe that Mr. Davin was almost invincible. n88 

The editor hoped that these events would have a salutary affect 

on Davin since it had thus been fully established that there are 

not a few in his constituency, who have the 
courage to differ from him, and, who while 
perhaps approving his general career, are 
not prepared to endorse his every act. The 
constituency, too, will lose nothing from 
having disabused Mr. Davin's mind of the 
idea that he was the only one in Western 
Assiniboia fit to represent us in the 
Parliament of Canada. 8 9 

The Leader, on the other hand, regarded the convention as simply 

an absurdity which Mr. Davin and his friends had been forced to 

90
attend. 

Thus, the nominating convention, which Davin had hoped ~Q_

avoid, had been a near thing; still, he had successfully met the 

challenge to his candidature, whether "foul play" had been in

tended or not. However, he was to face yet another challenge, 

and this of his own making, before he could present himself to 

the electors of Assiniboia West. 

It was barely six days after the Moose Jaw convention when 

Davin's sun almost went into eclipse again. The occasion was a 

meeting at Medicine Hat at which, according to the report in the 

Medicine Hat Times, ttMr. Davin was in bad form, in fact' he was 

to all appearances partially intoxicated, yet he spoke as well 

91 
as many an ordinary man does in his sober senses." The sober 

88 Feb. 19, 1891, "The Convention." 

89 Ibid. 

90 Regina Leader, Feb. 17, 1891, "That Convention". 

91 Feb. 26, 1891, ttMr. Davin Censured." 
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citizens of Medicine Hat were appalled at this unseemly conduct 

in one who aspired to represent them in the councils of the 

Dominion, and at the conclusion of Davin's rambling address, it 

was moved, seconded, and carried sixty-four votes to four: 

That the disgraceful conduct of Mr. 
Davin since the Moosejaw convention is 
censurable and unbecoming and renders him 
unfit to represent this district in parlia
ment. 9 2 

Realizing the damage that might be done to the Conservative 

cause amongst the substantial puritanical element in the con

stituency, Daniel Mowat, president of the Regina District Liberal-

Conservative Association, prevailed upon Davin to take the 

pledge,93 and in the Leader of February 24, amongst the pro

fessional cards and advertisements for lost and strayed horses 

and for teachers wanted, there appeared Mr. Davin's renunciation 

of "the use of stimulants of all kinds," and his promise "to be 

in future a strict teetotaller and to use [his] influence, pen 

and tongue on the side of total abstinence." 111 fully realize," 

he went on, "that drinking has been the bane of my life and I am 

determined to quit it forever. tt9 4 

The reaction was immediate: the Standard suggested that 

pledge had been given under "peculiar circumstances," and that 

9S 
Davin had been in Ira bemuddled condition" when he gave it; 

92 Ibid. 

93 Regina Standard, Feb. 26, 1891, "Mr. Davin and his Pledge." 

94 Regina Leader, Feb. 24, 1891, "Cards u • 

9S Regina Standard, Feb. 26, 1891, n~Ir. Davin and his P'Led ge s " 
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the Hedicine Hat Times commented that the apology "made on the 

eve of an impending election, has about it a suspicious ring, 

yet we cannot see how the electors of Western Assiniboia can 

refuse to accept it u;96 the Regina Leader, having reminded its 

readers that Davin had been nominated "unanimously" at the 

Moose Jaw convention, and having pointed out that he was about 

to become a member of the temperance society in Regina, suggested 

that uNo man is perfect, and no doubt Mr. Davin has faults and 

has made mistakes, but these should not be allowed to out-weigh 

the services he has rendered before and since his election."97 

Comment on the incident was not confined to the editorial 

columns: a constituent wrote to the Medicine Hat Times to point 

out that conduct "which is censurable and unbecoming [in Mr. 

Davin] and renders him unfit to represent this district in par

9 8 liament, is ~verlooked in the case of the G.O.M. of Canada ••• ,n

while another letter-writer, however, described the pledge as a 

"disreputable production, concocted on Sunday, printed on Sunday 

and, with brazen effrontery dated on Sunday•••• "99 Regina Con

servatives were similarly of two minds: a meeting of the 

association held on February 24, debated the following motion: 

That it is the voice of this meeting 
that all Conservatives should stand true 
to Mr. Davin he being the Nominee of the 
Convention at Moose Jaw and endorsed by 

96 Feb. 26, 1891, "Mr. Davin Censured. u 

97 Feb. 24, 1891, "Western Assiniboiau • 

98 Feb. 26, 1891, nTemperance or Politics u • 

99 l.!2i9.. 
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the Goverment [sic] as their canidate 
[ sic ], and t hat we dis a p prov e '0 f the 
action of certain parties in endeavoring 
to make a Srlit in the ranks of Western 
Assiniboia. 00 

To this motion an amendment was moved by D.L. Scott and D.A. 

McDonald: 

That all the words after the word 
that be substituted by the following 

"This Meeting shall defer taking 
any action until after Nomination Day."lOl 

The amendment was defeated, and the minutes do not include a 

notation respecting the fate of the motion. 

The result of Davin's indiscretion was a contest which, 

as indicated in his letter to Thompson some weeks earlier, he 

had hoped to avoid. His opponent, a Conservative, was the man 

who had corne so close to winning the nomination from him at 

Moose Jaw -- Thomas Tweed of Medicine Hat. 

The campaign issue in Assiniboia West thus became the 

personalities of the candidates rather than the programmes of 

the parties. Davin was assailed for having "manipulated" the 

Moose Jaw convention to his own advantage,102 and Tweed was 

attacked for having gone back on his solemn post-convention pro

. f MD· 103 F h hmlse 0 support to r. aVln. urt ermore, t ere were un

doubtedly many in the constituency who, since the Medicine Hat 

incident, would have agreed with the editor of the Regina Standard 

100 Minute Book, Feb. 24, 1891.

101 Ibid.

102 Regina Standard, Feb. 26, 1891, "After the Nomination. 1t

103 Medicine lli!.t Times, Feb. 19, 1891, "Moose Jaw Convention."
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when he said: 

Mr. Davin in the quietude of private life 
will have ample opportunity to reflect upon 
his past career, to subdue the passion which 
has been the bane of his life, and to con
vince the public that his avowed determin
ation to reform and to use his talent in the 
advancement of the temperance cause is 
genuine. In t~e meantime, Mr. Twei84will 
attend to our 1nterests at Ottawa. 

On the other hand, while Davin may have had cause to re

gret the affair, he saw no reason why it should end his 

political career. Indeed, from his demeanour in front of a 

Regina audience on nomination day, one suspects that he simply 

shrugged off the moralist's indignation and applied the poli~

ticiants dictum that any publicity is good publicity. He 

explained to his audience that on the way to that fateful meeting 

in Medicine Hat he had met an old friend who had invited him to 

take a glass of wine at dinner. He confessed that it was very 

wrong of him, that it was a bad thing for him to drink that 

champagne, since, he said: 

••• my temperament was never able to stand 
anything strong. My system is so consti
tuted that if I took a single glass of wine 
you could see in my eye there was a drop 
more than nature put there ••• ; but [he went 
on] do you mean to tell me that men are fit 
to sit in judgement on me who are accustomed 
nightly and daily to take their horn (Cries 
of "Nott and Cheers) -- men who sit over 
their whiskey till morning -- men who sit 
over the gaming table, with the little 
joker up the sleeve and in the other hand 
the right and left b owe r , (Laughter). 

And he continued: 

104 Feb. 26, 1891, "Tweed vs. Davin. u 
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Gentlemen, some of you know that I cantt 
drink whiskey. My physique is so well 
constituted that the least stimulant gets 
to the brain and produces an effect which 
it would not produce on duller brains. 
(Cheers and Laughter). 

Then, having pointed out that other men, men such as William 

Pitt and Alexander the Great, had suffered from the same weak

ness, Davin proceeded in these words: 

If I have served you nine years are you 
to forget those services for men who, if 
you sent them down to Ottawa, would be 
merely votes -- men who can drink whiskey 
all the time and stand it, because it 
would require an Etna to fire their brain. 
(Deafening Cheers and Laughter). Gentle
men, you know that I have been all my life 
more of a teetotaller than a wine drinker 
or beer drinker. (Cries of uSo you have.n)lOS 

While the J.fedicine Hat incident may certainly have focussed 

attention on Davin's weaknesses, it would be incorrect to attri

bute the anti-Davin sentiment in this campaign to that unfor

tunate affair alone. There were other and more deep-rooted 

sources of opposition with which he had to contend, the extent 

of which is revealed in his correspondence with Sir John Thompson 

after the election. 

I have to thank you for the kindness 
you showed previous to my election [he 
wrote on April 18J and for the promptness 
with which you have acted when I have made 
any suggestion in the interest of the 
people or the party. I suppose you know 
your agent here D.L. Scott Q.C. was one of 
my great protagonists. He is a poorly 
endowed creature -- without influence -
without power of any kind -- a flabby mass 
of conceited mediocrity. All the influence 
and coercion (& this was supposed to be 

105 Regina Leader, Mar. 3, 1891, flThe Nominations". 
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omnipotent) Herchmer could use was against 
me; all the power of the Departments of 
the Interior & of Indian Affairs was 
stealthily used against me; the C.P.R. in 
one entire division but not with the wish of 
Van Horne; the leading Grit who opposed me 
in '87; the Lester Kaye farms; the western 
jealousy of Regina. 

Once more let me thank you. I am sure 
~ behaved sincerely -- Such cowardly 
treachery I have never even read of as was 
manifested in a certain quarter. l 0 6 

Thus, while the Reformers might claim that the Tories 

benefited, particularly in the North-West Territories, by being 

assured of the vote of a prolific "establishment," namely, 

government employees, the Mounted Police, and the vested interests 

such as the railway and the land companies, it is apparent that 

Davin did not enjoy this particular advantage. Indeed, Herchmer 

was able to circumvent instructions from Ottawa that he inform 

his officers "that the police were at liberty to vote how they 

pleased," simply by adding, according to Davin, Ubut I am in 

favour of Tweed. ul 0 7 

It was in this atmosphere, then, that Davin submitted him

self to the electors who returned their verdict on March 5, 1891. 

Davin was re-elected with a majority of 327 which was a mere 

twenty-four votes higher than his majority had been in the party 

fight of 1887. He had captured 67.5 per cent of the popular vote, 

an increase of 4.4 per cent from the last election, but at the 

106 Davin to Thompson, Apr. 18, 1891, Thompson Papers, 
Vol. 127, No. 15278, P.A.C. 

107 Davin to Thompson, July 7, 1891, Vol. 132, No. 16026, 
P.A.C. See also Regina Leader, Mar. 10, 1891, uThe Elections,~
and "Davin at Moose Jaw. t1 



-112

same time it should be noted that the total number of votes 

polled had increased over 1887 by 45.7 per cent. Of the twenty-

five polls, Davin lost Moose Jaw, Beaver Creek, Caron, Swift 

Current, Maple Creek, and Medicine Hat to Tweed. l 0 8 

Editorial comment on Davin's victory varied in tone: the 

Standard was "confident the greater number of those who opposed 

[Davin] yesterday, will become his fast friends" should he ad

here to his promises to perform his public duties faithfully;109 

the Medicine Hat .Times, under the revealing heading "The Cause 

of Right Triumphs," claimed that the electors had demonstrated 

with no uncertain sound, they prefer an 
experienced and tried man, who, having 
committed a fault, has the manliness to 
acknowledge it and promises to do better 
in future, to an inexperienced, untried 
man who in his ambition to grace the 
lobbies and drawing rooms of Ottawa, breaks 
a most solemn pledge. 11 0 

The Moose Jaw Times commented tersely: "We extend our congratu

lations and look forward to a career of greater usefulness in 

n l l l the ensuing sessions of Parliament than in the past. Frank 

Oliver of the Edmonton Bulletin could not resist reminding his 

readers that the Regina Leader had claimed before the election 

that no sane person would deny Davin's eminent suitability as a 

Member of Parliament, and he suggested that nJudged by this 

standard the election returns show that some 660 of the free 

and independent of Western Assiniboia are insane, for they de

108 Medicine l!ll Times, Mar. 19, 1891, "Davin's Majority." 

109 Regina Standard, Mar. 6, 1891, "After the Battle." 

110 Mar. 6, 1891. 

III Mar. 13, 1891, "The Victory." 
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clared that Mr. Tweed was more fit to represent the constituency 

than Mr. Davin."112 

An analysis of the motivation of an electorate, a delicate 

undertaking at the best of times, must be approached with even 

greater caution with respect to Assiniboia West in 1891, where 

despite the absence of a predominant party issue, the political 

atmosphere appears to have been remarkably fluid and uncertain 

throughout the campaign. Nevertheless, certain generalizations 

do emerge. On one hand, this election, contested by two candi

dates of the same party, shows more clearly than would have been 

the case had a partisan contest occurred, that Davin's control 

of his constituency was tenuous to say the least. After re

presenting Assiniboia West for four years in the House of Commons, 

Davin was able to win approximately only the same proportion of 

votes as he had in 1887. On the other hand, however, if the 

"establishment" were in fact against him, as Davin claimed, the 

results would also suggest that he did enjoy the loyal support 

of a substantial group of settlers. Moreover, the antagonism 

of the police, the railway, the land companies, and certain de

partments of the federal government would also suggest that 

Davin was not the mere tool of the administration which his 

opponents in Parliament claimed him to be. Thus, whatever motives 

the electors may have had, and whatever influences may have been 

at work against him, Davin was returned for the second time, but 

the results appear to be amenable to at least two contradictory 

112 Mar. 21, 1891. 
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~nterpretations: his friends could claim that even the oppo

sition of certain government departments and other powerful 

institutions in the North-West had failed to detract from his 

popularity with the electorate; his enemies could argue that 

even after four years in office and in a contest against a 

candidate from his own party who had entered the field at the 

last moment, Davin had been unable to make any substantial 

improvement to his record of 1887. 

Back in Parliament after the election, Davin continued to 

press upon the attention of the House the interests of his con

stituents, and in particular to pursue those matters which had 

been left unfinished from the last session, foremost of which 

was the second homestead issue. On June 1, 1891, he moved a 

motion urging that 

••• it should now be enacted that all those 
settlers who came in between 1st June, 1883, 
and 2nd June, 1886, should, on completing 
their improvements, be granted a second 
homestead. 11 3 

In both the motion and the ensuing debate Davin recited the 

developments to date and again stated his case for second home

steads. While he found some support, notably from Laurier and 

Mills, the Treasury Benches, for which Dewdney and Thompson 

were spokesmen, remained unconvinced, and HacDowall from Saskat

chewan claimed that the people of the North-West were not in 

sympathy with the resolution. When Sir Hector Langevin moved 

the adjournment of the debate, a motion which, if carried, would 

send Davin's motion to the bottom of the order paper, Davin 

113 H.C.D. June 1, 1891, Vol. I, c. 606. 
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divided the House saying: "I have carried my constituency with 

the whole weight of authority against me, and I am pledged to 

my constituents to divide the House on this very question."114 

The adjournment motion carried in spite of Davin's substantial 

support from the opposition. Thus no marked progress was made, 

but at least the opposition appeared to have been convinced of 

the logic of Davin's case, and even the prohibitionist Grip was 

somewhat sympathetic to Davin when it commented on the debate 

in these words: 

To [Davin's] demand, the Hon. Mr. Dewdney 
conclusively replies by alleging that 
Davin has broken through his temperance 
pledge since his arrival in Ottawa. We 
scarcely see the connection, though it 
is no doubt plain, looked at through Mr. 
Dewdney's eye-glass. One thing is 
tolerably clear, however, and that is, 
Dewdney and some other alleged ministers 
will have to go pretty soon. l l S 

Later that same month Davin brought the matter forward again, 

this time in a bill to amend The Dominion Lands Act, which, 

amongst other things, would extend the time for making a second 

homestead entry to June 2, 1889. "Should this clause be adopted," 

Davin advised on introducing the measure, tlyou will hear no more 

of second homesteads in this House. ttl 1 6 Before the bill was called 

for second reading Davin took the precaution of making private 

representations to the Minister of Justice, and he forwarded to 

the Minister his own views together with those of John Secord, a 

former member of the North-West Council, and W.B. Scarth of 

114 Ibid., c. 629. 

115 June 13, 1891, p. 376. 

116 H.C.D., June 18, 1891, Vol. I,c. 1010. 
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the Canada North-West Land Company.117 This made it clear to 

Thompson that Davin was not arguing for the principle of second 

homesteads, but for the justice of the claim of those who had 

settled during the period the provision was in force. 

When Davin's second homestead motion was called again on 

August 3, 1891, he withdrew it, in favour of his bill, and 

Laurier chided him on this occasion by saying: "I understand 

that the prospective Minister of the Interior has a Bill which 

practically includes this resolution"; Davin replied meekly: 

"I do not understand the jokes of the hone gentleman"; but 

another member added: "The hone gentleman blushes."118 His 

bill was called for second reading that same day, but he chose 

not to move it since he understood that "the Government intends 

119 
to move it on to the Government Orders." 

Davin's bill itself was not in fact transferred to govern

ment orders, but the Minister of the Interior introduced an 

amendment to The Dominion Lands Act on second reading of which 

Davin again urged upon the government his case for second home

steads. Later, just before the bill was reported out of Committee 

of the Whole, Davin said: 

Before the Bill is reported, I trust that 
the hone Minister of Justice will say 
something about the second homestead 
clause, because we really had a kind of 
understanding, though not such as pledged 

117 Davin to Thompson, July 18, 1891, Thompson Papers, 
Vol. 133, No. 16176, P.A.C. 

118 H.C.D. Aug. 3, 1891, Vol. II, c. 3302. 

119 ~., c. 3307. 
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the Minister or the Government, that the 
matter would be placed in a more satis
factory position.1 20 

In reply, Thompson acknowledged that he had promised to state 

the views of the government on the matter, and he expressed the 

opinion that further study was required since it was not certain 

how many settlers or how much land would actually be involved. 

I believe that if the principle were 
worked out, as regards all who might 
possibly make claims, LThompson replied] 
it would involve a concession of upwards 
of a million acres of land. We desire 
to investigate what these various classes 
of claimants are, and what extent of land 
would be involved in meeting their claims; 
and we shall be in a position to deal with 
the matter next session, perhaps as a 
Government measure. At all events, we 
shall be in a position to give the House 
such information as will enable it to 
deal with the matter with intelligence in 
the early part of the session. 1 21 

With this the second homestead issue was closed for the time 

being, but an ultimate solution seemed very close at hand. 

In March of the following year Davin was again in corres

pondence with the Minister of Justice with respect to second 

homesteads: 

I trust that the Govt has decided 
to do justice to those men who came in 
between the 2nd of June 1884 & the 2nd 
of June 1886 [he wrote] & had become 
morally entitled to a second homestead 
by the 2nd of June 1889. The estimate 
given you (quoted in your speech last 
Session) of the amount of the public 
domain involved I am quite sure is grossly 
exaggerated, but if it were 'correct, 1st 

120 Ibid., Sept. 28, 1891, Vol. III, cc. 6227-28. 

121 Ibid., c. 6228. 
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justice should be done -- fiat Justitia 
-- 2nd nothing would result contrary to 
the accepted policy of settling the North 
West .122 

Shortly thereafter Dewdney introduced a further amendment to 

The Dominion Lands Act, and in his speech on first reading 

informed the House that one of the provisions of the bill was 

to extend the time for second homesteading from June 2, 1887, 

to June 2, 1889. 1 23 Thus it was at last provided nthat any 

person who, on the second day of June, in the year one thousand 

eight hundred and eighty-nine, had obtained a homestead patent 

124••• shall be permitted to make a second homestead entry.1t 

It had taken some five years and a variety of parliamentary and 

persuasive tactics, but Davin had obtained, in the face of the 

opposition of the government, and particularly the Hon. Edgar 

Dewdney, Minister of the Interior and himself a North-West member, 

and with little support from his backbench colleagues from the 

North-West, a measure of justice for 'a certain group of settlers. 

Another piece of unfinished business, and a matter of par

ticular concern to the western settler, was the administration 

of the North-West Mounted Police which, under Commissioner 

Lawrence Herchmer, was the subject of considerable criticism in 

the territorial press. Herchmer's rigid concept of military 

discipline, coupled with periodic outbursts of a violent temper 

directed towards both his troops and the civilian population 

122 Davin to Thompson, Mar. 8, 1892, photostat in A.S.

123 H.C.D., May 27, 1892, Vol. II, c. 2980.

124 55-56 Vict., c. 15, s. 4.
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alike, tended to override any appreciation of his devotion to 

duty. While the conditions of service and the responsibilities 

of command may have justified Herchmer's rule of iron, his 

reputation as a martinet caused a restless dissatisfaction with

in the force which was in turn reflected beyond the police~posts

and barrack squares of the North-West. 

Consequently, during the session of 1890, Davin had moved 

for a select commission of inquiry into the management of the 

Mounted Police and the conduct of Commissioner Herchmer,125 and 

in arguing his case he claimed that under Herchmer the morale 

and efficiency of the police were in jeopardy, and the people 

of the North-West were treated by Herchmer "as if they were 

dirt beneath his feet. u1 26 Davin argued that the Commissioner 

was by temperament unsuited to command since minor offences of 

his men frequently merited severe punishment, while light pun

ishment was sometimes given for far more serious crimes. Such 

gross injustice, Davin suggested, would not be condoned in the 

ordinary courts of law. 1 27 

The goverrment opposed Davin's motion, and in the debate 

Sir John Macdonald explained to the House that Herchmerts faults 

were the "faults of his good qualities,"128 and because he was 

stern, firm, and a good disciplinarian, he was just the man for 

125 H.C.D. May 5, 1890, Vol. I, c. 1503.

126 Ibid., c. 1504.

127 Ibid., Mar. 31, 1890, Vol. II, cc. 2674-80

128 .!.!li9.. , c. 2686.
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the job. It was further charged by Mr. T.M. Daly, Conservative 

member for Selkirk, that this was "a matter of personal spite 

and spleen upon the part of the hone member for West Assiniboia,u1 29 

and in spite of support from a few Conservative members and from 

the Liberal opposition, Davin's motion was negatived on a re

corded division. He had, however, accomplished his purpose 

indirectly, for Macdonald advised the House that it was his 

"intention to have a departmental investigation, at the request 

of the Commissioner, into all the charges made heretofore or 

which may be presented against him when that departmental enquiry 

is undertaken."130 

The debate served other purposes as well: not only did it 

bring to the attention of the House, the government, and the 

country a matter which was correctly or incorrectly regarded as 

a grievance in the North-West, but it gave a slight glimpse of 

the strained relations which had by this time developed between 

Davin and the leadership of the Conservative party. Davin con

sidered that he was doing nothing but his duty, an unpleasant 

duty made more unpleasant by the fact that he was opposed by the 

Prime Minister and therefore by the party over which he properly 

exercised a great influence. Davin acknowledged also that he 

fell under that influence as much as any other member of the 

party, but, he added: 

I may tell you that if the frowns of the 
right hon. gentleman have any terror for 
me, it is only because of my affection 

129 Ibid., Apr. 14, 1890, Vol. II, c. 3359. 

130 Ibid., c. 3355. 
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for him. It is that alone which arms 
that frown with terror for me. But, 
Sir, I say that nobody can have influence 
over me to the extent of preventing me 
doing my duty in this House. I have a 
duty to perform and I do not care how it 
may result to myself. I can parody the 
words of Edmund Burke and say:

ttl know the map of Canada as well as 
any man, and I know that the course I 
take does not lead to preferment.,,131 

Thus it is difficult to argue that Davin was motivated 

solely by a spirit of personal vindictiveness against Herchmer, 

for while it was true that the two had crossed swords on a 

number of occasions, and in fact Davin had been fined by Herchmer 

for a minor liquor offence in 1883,132 it is also true that as 

editor of the Leader Davin was on record supporting Herchmer 

1 " " 1 " 133 11and t h e po 1ce 1n severa 1nstances, as we as administer

1ng. e d 1tor1ai "I re bu k es wh en h e f'ee Ltt 1t. necessary. 134 Moreover, 

both as an editor and as a Member of Parliament he had advocated 

reforms in the conditions of service which showed his genuine 

concern for the morale of the members of the force and for the 

"If bl"·"" 135f orce 1tse as a pu 1C 1nst1tut~on. Indeed, it could more 

easily be argued that spite and vindictiveness were on the other 

side, for in the election the following year Davin found 

Herchmerts "power and influence" being used against him, and it 

131 Ibid., c. 3365. 

132 See Regina Leader, Aug. 16, 1883, "Justice in Regina." 

133 See for example ibid., June 9,1885, "The ~Iounted Po1ice. tt 

134 See for example ibid., Aug. 16, 1883, nLaw and Justice. 1t 

135 See for example .i!l.i.£!.., Jan. 18, 1887, "The Mounted Police 
The True Method," and H.C.D., Apr. 15, 1889, Vol. I, 
p. 12§9 rr , 
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is not unlikely that Davin's outspoken criticism of the admini

stration in this and other matters would at least partially 

explain why, as he put it, "the whole weight of authority" was 

used against him in the election of 1891. 

The departmental inquiry was conducted by Fred White, the 

Comptroller of the North-West Mounted Police, and his report 

was tabled in the House during the session of 1891. In his 

concluding remarks White said: "It will be observed that, with 

few exceptions, I have endorsed the commissioner's action in the 

various matters on which complaints were based," and he added 

that in his opinion Herchmer's unpopularity was due "almost 

exclusively to infirmity of temper, and lack of tact in dealing 

with the public and those under his command." The tone of these 

remarks was neither critical nor apologetic, but on the contrary, 

the Comptroller suggested that Herchmer's forcefulness and de

votion to duty were essential characteristics for the commander 

of a force scattered over a large territory and exercising wide 

and varied responsibilities in bringing Ita wild and undeveloped 

" f ""1"' ,,136country 1nto a state 0 C1V1 1zat10n •••• 

The matter was not, however, disposed of by the Comptroller's 

report, for the departmental inquiry had not been made under 

oath, and the lingering dissatisfaction over the affair was such 

that Herchmer himself had requested Davin in February of 1891 to 

move for an inquiry under oath. 1 37 Herchmer had declared, Davin 

136 Canadian Sessional Papers, 1891, Vol. 17, Sessinnal Paper 
No. 69, p. 33. 

137 Davin to Thompson, July 7, 1891, photostat in A.S. 
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informed Thompson, "that the police were demoralized; that his 

officers did not respect him; nor did Fred Whi t e , ,.138 Davin 

therefore moved again for an 'inquiry into the general condu~t

of the Commissioner adding on this occasion the words nand 

especially with reference to his conduct during the last elect

ion in Western Assiniboia, and also into the conduct of the 

officers and men of the Force in the said constituency during 

the election. n1 3 9 Thompson replied for the government and 

acknowledged that although Hr. '''hite's report was Ita very full 

and elaborate document," it had not been possible for him to 

make as thorough an investigation "as it would have been desir

able to make before the charges could have been considered as 

of. n1 40 having been entirely disposed It was therefore the-

intention of the government, Thompson went on, to order a full 

inquiry under oath, and under these circumstances, and at the 

request of the Minister, Davin withdrew his motion. 

The inquiry was conducted by Mr. Justice Wetmore, and his 

1 41 
report was tabled in the House on March 3, 1893. In reply 

to a question asked on March 15, Davin elicited the following 

summary of the report from the Hon. W.B. Ives: one hundred and 

thirty-seven charges had been preferred against Herchmer of which 

Wetmore found fourteen proved, and twenty-three proved in part; 

none of the charges affected the honesty or business capacity 

138 Davin to Thompson, July 7, 1891, photostat in A.S.

139 H.C,D., July 27, 1891, Vol. II, cc. 2913-14.

140 Ibid., ,~. 2920.

141 Sessional Paper No. 47 of 1893 (Not Printed).
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of the Commissioner or the efficiency of the force; Wetmore 

did find, however, that Herchmer was "liable to lose his 

temper"; the course the government intended to take in view 

of the results of the inquiry was "under the consideration of 

the Government. n1 42 Thus Davin had again demonstrated that he 

could, when occasion demanded, tread steadfastly on the path 

of duty as he saw it, even when the performance of that duty 

appeared to run counter to the interests of his party and when 

he himself was accused of being motivated by "personal spite 

and spleen." 

While it does not appear that the personal relationship 

of Davin and Herchmer had ever been one of warm friendship, it 

would seem unlikely that Davin would act as he did simply to seek 

vengeance on Herchmer for any real or imagined personal wrong. 

On the contrary, both before and after the inquiry, both in 

Parliament and out, Davin had amply demonstrated his concern for 

the Mounted Police as a praiseworthy and respected North-West 

institution. On more than one occasion in Parliament he defended 

the force against the onslaughts of a parsimonious Reform party, 

as for example during the session of 1894 when he argued that 

the police were economically managed, and performed a valuable 

service to the nation in maintaining peace and harmony in the 

North-West. Mr. McMullen suggested that Davin's interest in the 

force arose from his fear of an Indian outbreak, and while such 

an outbreak was unlikely, McMullen could well-understand his 

fear since "[Davin] belongs to that class of men to whom, in the 

142 H.C.D. Mar. IS, 1893, c. 2387. 
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case of an outbreak, one pair of legs would be worth two pair 

of handse u1 4 3 Davin was, of course, more than equal to this 

style of debate, and a few moments later he rose to say: 

... I must say that the slaughtering heroism 
of the hone gentleman transcends in one 
direction anything that I have ever shown. 
He never rises in the House without murdering 
the Queen's English; he never rises in this 
House without dealing out wholesale slaughter 
against Lindley Murray; and I confess that, 
in his performance of these great feats and 
these bloody onslaughts upon the literature 
and language of England, he rises to a pitch 
of valour and heroic distinction to which' I 
could make no approach whatever; and I do 
not profess to rival my hone friend in that 
kind of courage. 1 44 

As for the National Policy, Davin continued generally to 

hew to the line he had marked out for himself in earlier sessions. 

He was to be found expressing his view that the railways should 

be made legally responsible for such things as fire-guards and 

safety devices;145 he took up the cudgels on behalf of the pro

posal, dear to the hearts of his constituents, for a railway to 

the Hudson's Bay;146 he moved a motion advocating a reduction in 

f re1g. h t rates 1n. t h e North - West T . . 147 Yet was noterr1tor1es. he 

content merely to dabble with the superficial aspects of the 

railway problem, and in a Parliament where there were many who 

would claim that railways and politics were synonymous, Davin 

spoke, as he had earlier in his newspaper, of the dangers of a 

143 Ibid., June 20, 1894, Vol. II, c. 4653.

144 Ibid. , c. 4657.

145 Ibid., Jan. 30, 1891, Vol. I, c. 924.

146 .!.hid. , June 25, 1891, Vol. I, cc. 1386-90.

147 .!.hid. , July 8, 1895, Vol. II, c. 4022. 
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railway monopoly, and he cautioned the House that: 

••• much as we are pleased with what has 
been done [by the C.P.R.], much as we 
are pleased with the fact that this iron 
band put across the continent with so 
much skill has given a guarantee to the 
world and to ourselves of our national 
development, we cannot close our eyes 
to the danger that the day may come, the 
day may be at hand, when the whole rail
way system of this country may pass into 
the hands of one great corporation ••• 
and the man who controls that corporation 
is practically the director behind the 
Throne. 1 48 

He went on to remind the members that the only interests of a 

·railway company were those involving its own welfare -- "A 

corporation has neither a soul to be saved, nor is there any 

effective means of punishment ava I LabLe t..14,9-- and he concluded 

with these words: 

••• I say this, that it is the duty of 
men who have no interest but the public 
interest to serve, to alarm the public 
mind on all occasions like this into 
watchfulness, so as to secure that we 
will take care in the future to minimize 
the dangers of railway power to the pro
gress and the liberty of Canada. nl 50 

Similarly, with respect to immigration Davin continued to 

urge, as he had in the past, that the government should under

take more vigorous and effective methods of peopling the West, 

for, "if Canada is to be to the Empire what Canada is capable of 

being, those Territories must be filled up. nISI This could be 

148 Ibid., Aug. 28, 1891, Vol. III, c. 4635.

149 Ibid., c. 4636.

150 Ibid.

151 Ibid., Feb. 17, 1896, Vol. I, c. 1882.
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accomplished, in his view, only by large-scale, government-

sponsored immigration programmes and not by the "stray efforts 

made by charitable associations, and the scanty efforts that 

can be made on the small sums hitherto voted by Parliament. u1 5 2 

Yet in the popular mind it was the tariff which was the 

embodiment of the National Policy, and it is in his discussions 

of the various aspects of the tariff that Davin's concept of 

emerging Canadian nationalism is most clearly revealed. While 

he was essentially a protectionist, he was anything but doctrin

aire in tariff matters. He argued that the National Policy nwas 

made for the country and not the country for the National 

1 53 PoliCy,u and the protectionist must therefore seek an ideal 

tariff. 

There must be a tariff [he said later], mov
ing along the ridge of which you will give 
that protection to native industries which 
will foster them and keep them healthy, and 
at the same time protect the people from 
the grasping policy of the manufacturer, 
protect the people from being mulcted in 
the goods they buy and being made to pay 
more for them than they ought. 1 54 

In Davin's view a protective tariff should not be designed to 

protect special groups, but to protect the country as a whole, 

and he claimed: 

that any view that stops short of regarding 
this country as an organic whole ••• , that 
looks to the benefit of any single member 
of that organism as against the rest, takes 

152 Ibid., c. 1874.

153 Ibid., Feb. 8, 1893, c. 464.

154 Ibid., Feb. 13, 1893, c. 613.
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a narrower view than is consistent with 
even local wisdom, above all, consistent 
with patriotism to the country in which 
he happens to live. l s s 

Consequently, the tariff required constant adjustment; "like 

every other good thing, [the tariff] requires to be constantly 

watched and regulated in order that it shall be in accordance 

" h h d f hWJ.t t e nee sot e communl.ty.",,156 Such attention and regu

lation, such adjustment and alteration, resulted in what Davin 

d "b as "" J. J.C "f,ls7escrl.ed sCJ.ent"f" protectJ.on. 

He found, however, that the gospel of scientific protection 

was not easily understood by the uninitiated, and his opening 

remarks in moving a motion for the abolition of duties on agri

cultural implements point to some of the difficulties he ex

perienced • 

••• I fear that many hone gentlemen in this 
House and out of it find it difficult to 
understand the discussions which sometimes 
arise in connection with the tariff. The 
average political mind seems equal to the 
task of understanding the politician who 
will vote for a protective tariff without 
any modification whatever, or the politician 
who says he is opposed to protection and 
will vote against any form of protective 
tariff. But the man who says: I am in 
favour of protection and, under certain cir
cumstances, protection may mean the abolition 
of all duties whatever, is not understood. 
For, what is the object of all protection? 
The real object of all protection is not to 
protect the manufacturers, but to protect 
the country itself. If the main object of 
protection was to protect manufacturers 

155 Ibid., Apr. 2, 1894, Vol. I, c. 536. 

156 Ibid., Jan. 27, 1896, Vol. I, c. 680. 

157 Ibid., c. 679. 
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without any consideration for the country 
at large, why that protection, by the 
very statement of the formula of it, is 
condemned as iniquitous. And so the pro
tective tariff must be framed to so affect 
the industries of the country as to bring 
the greatest possible advantages to the 
country itself. 1 5 8 

He pursued this argument of the national well-being in his 

criticism of the tariff policies proposed by the Liberal party, 

and he suggested that when Liberals "talk in this vague way 

about free trade they are simply talking to please the ears and 

deceive the judgment of the people. n1 59 He charged that their 

progress from unrestricted reciprocity to commercial union was 

ltd. d 1· n h·1Ch Id end W1t. h . 160 and ha eprave 1ne w wou annexat10n, e 

demonstrated this point with one of his most colourful analogies: 

A commercial unionist may deceive himself, 
and he may think himself loyal, that he 
could not be a traitor. Natural history 
brings us into acquaintance with a very 
interesting animal, the tadpole. It is 
not a fish, yet it dare not venture on dry 
land, but the microscope will reveal rudi
ments of legs -- of legs to be. It does 
not require a very powerful political 
microscopic examination of a commercial 
unionist to find the rudiments of those 
feet that would lead him across the line. 
In fact, and I do not mean to be offensive, 
your commercial unionist is a tadpole 
traitor. 1 61 

Davints performance in the House when tariff issues were 

raised show something of the difficulties his colleagues must 

have experienced in recognizing the consistency of a scientific 

158 ~., Feb. 29, 1896, Vol. I, cc. 850-51. 

159 Ibid. , July 6, 1891, Vol. I, c. 1821. 

160 ~., l-far. 29, 1892, Vol. I, c. 656. 

161 Ibid. , June 2, 1891, Vol. I, c. 652. 
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protectionist. In 1891, for example, he is to be found argu

ing against the removal of the duty on binder twine since the 

Canadian industry would immediately be swallowed up by an 

162American monopoly. A year later, however, and on various 

occasions subsequent to that, he was to be found supporting the 

removal of the duty on twine and certain other products required 

1 63 
in agriculture. Davin of course argued that circumstances 

had changed, that protection of these commodities had served 

its purpose since the industries were not only able to stand 

on their own feet, but to monopolize the market in the process •
• 

It should be added, however, that Davin was quite likely fully 

aware of the revenue-tariff policies of the rapidly growing 

Order of the Patrons of Industry,164 and the increasing farm 

population in his constituency undoubtedly commanded his de

tailed attention to the peculiar relationship between the tariff 

and the agricultural industry. 

It would, however, have been unlike Davin to overlook the 

cultural aspects of a tariff policy. He rose in 1893 to suggest 

that books less than twenty years old should be admitted duty 

free, for the duty worked a hardship on young classicists who 

must have available to them the most up-to-date classical criti

cism. By contrast, he argued that work& of art, which then were 

162 Ibid., July 6, 1891, Vol. I, cc. 1821-24. 

163 Ibid., Mar. 28, 1892, Vol. I, c. 544 ff. See also for 
example ibid., Feb. 1, 1893, c. 159 ff. 

164 For an account of the Patron movement see Louis Aubrey 
Wood, A History of Farmers! Movements in Canada, Toronto, 
1924, Chapters X to XIII. 
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NICHoLAS FLOOD-c, Dearest one, entrust this little hand to me ~ l havc long loved-you unbeknownst. 

and on political issues our two souls have but a ~ingle thought, our t \\ n heart... beat as one !" 
[U So far as we can see, their (Patrons') platform contains planks he (D.lvin) has I een a,twJt:\tinl; rit:hl along. As to Taritt Reform he has 
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admitted duty-free, could very well be taxed, for, he pointed 

out, nit is one of the most beautiful results of the increase 

of wealth, that as a man's balance at his banker's increases, 

his aesthetic perception of higher art increases accordingly."165 

It was men such as Sir Donald Smith who sat for Montreal West 

who could afford to pay duty on their pictures, not the poor 

classical students who should be charged duty on their text 

1 66 
books. 

Other matters of national interest if not of National 

Policy attracted Davin's attention during this period, the most 

interesting of which is the motion he moved on May 8, 1895: 

That in the opinion of this House, the 
privilege of voting for candidates for 
membership thereof should be extended to 
women possessing the qualifications which 167 
now entitle men to the electoral franchise. 

He demonstrated the fitness of women for politics by reminding 

the House of the great women of histQry who had had immeasurable 

influence in political matters: the reigning Queen Victoria, 

Queen Elizabeth, Mary of Scots, (whom he described as "a woman 

of great genius as well as of great beauty"), Margaret of Austria, 

the Duchess d'Angoul~me (whom Napoleon described, according to 

Davin, as "the only man the Bourbons had produced"), Catherine 

165 H.CLD., Mar. 28, 1893, c. 3258. 

166 Davin made his point. The duty on university books was 
removed the following year. See H.C.D., Apr. 2, 1894, 
Vol. I, cc. 532-33. 

167 H.C.D., Vol. I, c. 701. In rising to speak Davin was greeted 
with cries of "Carried," and one member called out "Married." 
Davin acknowledged that this might be one way "of extending 
the franchise to the ladies, but it is one that has not yet 
had my practical support." It should be noted that in June 
of this same year Davin married Eliza Reid of Ottawa. 
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; 168
of Russia, Maria Theresa, and Aspas1a. If women such as 

these could discharge the highest political functions, why, 

he argued, could not other women be trusted with the smallest 

duty in the political sphere -- voting? And he reminded the 

members that "we are not to judge them by an ideal standard. 

We must compare them with the men who vote at the present 

time •••• 1I169 Davin was followed. in the debate by Laurier who, 

while not personally objecting to the general terms of Davin's 

motion, moved an amendment which appeared to be designed to 

satisfy his Gallic conscience and his Reform principles: 

the question [he moved] ••• like other questions concerning the 

. . l' 0 d i 0 ,,170suifrage, more proper1 y b e 1 ongs to prov1nc1a Jur1s 1ct1on. 

Laurier's amendment and Davin's motion were both voted down and 

the question of female suffrage was left to a later generation 

of politicians. 

If the debate on Davints motion for votes for women was 

the occasion for a certain jocular good humour in the House, 

there were other occasions when Davin himself was the butt of 

a more barbed humour. Hector Charlesworth in ~ Candid 

. 1 171 t 01 t f 0 h O h D 0Chron1C es re a1 S an accoun 0 an occaS10n upon w 1C aV1n 

was to address an audience somewhere in Grey County, Ontario, 

and in common with many speakers had left a copy of his speech 

168 Ibid., cc. 704-5. 

169 Ibid., c. 705. 

170 Ibid., c. 719. 

171 pp. 26-7. 
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with the Ottawa Citizen. Unfortunately, a blizzard prevented 

the arrival of the speaker, the meeting was cancelled, and Davin 

telegraphed the Citizen the ambiguous instructions to "let the 

speech go," instructions by which the author intended to convey 

the cancellation of the speech, but which were interpreted by 

the editor as meaning to go ahead with it. When the undelivered 

speech appeared in the press the next morning it caused some 

embarrassment, but the error could easily have been explained 

away were it not for the fact that the paper had printed the 

speech as received from Davin, interlarded with such stage dir

ections as "Cheers & Applause" at appropriate intervals, and 

"studded with questions to which the speaker had responded 'with 

ready wit.'" Nor was this to be the end of it for the unlucky 

Davin, for the Liberal member for a neighbouring constituency 

was not long in unveiling the faux .lU!&., and he took particular 

pleasure in drawing "the attention of the House," according to 

Charlesworth, "to the utterances of the member for West Assiniboia 

as reported in the Ottawa Citizen.,,172 

Thus did the sessions of the Seventh Parliament pass, and 

thus did Nicholas Flood Davin contribute to the political and 

parliamentary life of the Dominion. Yet, while giving no public 

indication of it, he confessed to Sir John Thompson in 1893 that 

h e was SlC~ u tlre 0 po ltlCS, an on anot er occaSlontt . k~" . d fl'· ttl 73 d h . 

172 I have been unable to locate a report of this in the H,C.D., 
but there are certain oblique references to Davin's 
undelivered speech. See for example H.C.D., Apr. 22, 1895, 
Vol. I, c. 133. 

173 Davin to Thompson, May 19, 1893, photostat in A.S. 
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admitted: 

I ••• bitterly regret I ever allowed my
self even after months of pressure to be 
induced to quit the quiet of my studr by 
my late "friend" Sir John Macdonald. 74 

Having expressed a strong desire to get out of politics, Davin 

asked Thompson for the position of Lieutenant-Governor of the 

North-West Territories. 

As a North West man who has served the 
North West, who has its confidence, who 
has served the Conservative Party, who 
has served you ••• who has done some 
service in the House of Commons, I think 
my claims overtop those of all others -
This is the first time I ever asked any
thing for myself -- but it is not a very 
objectionable request when I add that I 
shall not be in the least annoyed or dis
appointed if you refuse -- perhaps as well 
or better pleagedby "no" as "yes u •••• 175 

Davin was not appointed Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West 

Territories, nor did he get out of politics at this time. In 

fact, there were still stirring political and parliamentary 

times ahead for the honourable member from the wild west. 

174 Davin to Thompson, May 16, 1893, photostat in A.S. 

175 Davin to Thompson, May 25, 1893, photostat in a.s. 



CHAPTER III 

A MATTER OF CONSCIENCE 

The waters of Canadian pUblic life abound with the rocks 

and shoals of racial and religious controversy, and the poli

tician who would navigate these waters must know that there can 

be no safe passage, but at best only a course plotted carefully 

to avoid the known dangers to navigation, and steered skilfully 

to compensate for the currents and rip tides of public opinion. 

Nicholas Flood Davin was no -stranger to these waters when he en

tered the House of Commons in 1887, and before he left the House 

thirteen years later he had experienced the treacherous back 

eddies from the rocks of both race and religion, ~ Jesuits' 

Estates Act being his first encounter. 

The Society of Jesus had been suppressed by the Pope in 

1773, and by a decision of the British government their estates, 

which, in 1774, amounted to some 891,845 acres were to escheat 

to the Crown upon the death of the last surviving member of the 

Order, and the proceeds were then to be devoted to educational 

purposes. The last member of the Order in Canada died in 1800, 

but in 1842 the Jesuits, having been restored by the Pope earlier 

in the century, returned to Canada, and since in cases of escheat 

there was a moral obligation to appropriate a portion of the sum 

to the carrying out the original intention of the donors and to 

the indemnification of those who might otherwise have been en

titled to the estates, the Jesuit Order still held a strong 

enough claim to preclude the sale of the lands. Furthermore, 

the Quebec bishops claimed that with the suppression of the 

Jesuits, their lands should have passed to the dioceses in which 
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they were located rather than to the Crown. Thus the bishops 

too claimed an interest in the lands involved and a right to 

participate in the settlement. 

Honore" Mercier, who led the Liberal party to power in Quebec 

in 1887, incorporated the Society of Jesus that same year, and 

the following year, with the assistance of the Pope as the only 

authority recognized by the bishops and the Jesuits to act as 

arbiter in a Church dispute, he worked out an agreement between 

the two parties for full legal settlement of the claims which 

aggregated some $2,000,000 upon payment by the Quebec govern

ment of $400,000 to the Jesuits and $60,000 to the Protestant 

schools in the province. The agreement was embodied in The 

Jesuits' Estates Act passed without opposition or dispute by 

both Houses of the Quebec legislature in 1888, but in Ontario 

where memories of the racial and religious issues arising from 

the Riel affair were still fresh, a furor was raised over what 

was considered to be the Pope's unwarranted interference in 

Canadian affairs. Splinter groups from the two great parties 

formed the Equal Rights Association under the leadership of 

D'Alton McCarthy, and the dispute was carried into Parliament 

in 1889 with the demand for disallowance of The Jesuits t Es~ates

1Act. The case for disallowance, embodied in a motion moved by 

Col. W.E. O'Brien, was based on the assertion that the Act was 

1 For accounts of this issue see J. Castell Hopkins, Life and 
~ of the Rt. Hon. Sir John Thompson, Toronto, 1895, 
p. 116 ff., and W. Stewart Wallace, tiThe Conservative and 
Liberal Administrations, 1885-1911," The Cambridge History 
of the British Empire, Vol. VI, Ch. XXI, Cambridge, 1930, 
pp. 501-02, and Encyclopedia Canadiana, John E. Robbins, 
Editor, Ottawa, 1958, Vol. 5, pp. 348-49. 
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beyond the powers of the Quebec legislature since it endowed 

a religious organization from the public treasury, recognized 

the temporal authority of the Pope, and in endowing the Society 

of Jesus constituted a threat to the civil and religious liber

2ties of the people of Canada. Davin did not take part in the 

debate, but in the ensuing division he voted with the majority3 

against the motion which was supported only by "the noble 

thirteen," a group of militant Protestant M.P.'s otherwise re

ferred to as l1the devil's dozen." 

Davin did participate the following year, however, when 

the matter was reopened by Mr. J. Charlton (North Norfolk) who 

moved an amendment to the Supply motion to the effect that the 

question of the constitutionality of The Jesuits' Estates Act 

4should have been submitted to the Supreme Court of Canada. 

Davin took issue with Charlton who, he said, "has once again 

wantonly thrown this apple of discord on the table of the 

uSHouse •••• Having reviewed the chequered history of the Jesuit 

Order, and having defended the settlement effected by Mercier, 

Davin concluded by saying: 

Now, Mr. Speaker, the hone member for 
Norfolk (Mr. Charlton) referred in his 
speech to "Him whose Kingdom was not of 
this world. 1I I believe, Sir, the hone 
gentleman is a professed follower of Him 
whose Kingdom was not of this world. I 

2 H.C.D., l-lar. 26, 1889, Vol. II, p. 811. 

3 Ibid. , l-Iar. 28, 1889, Vol. II, p. 910. 

4 Ibid. , Apr. 30, 1890, Vol. II, c. 4191. 

5 ~., c. 4228. 
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believe he is a professed follower of 
Him whose teachings which so far as my 
reading goes -- and it runs in a sort 
of a way I suppose, over five or six 
literatures -- there is nothing, in this 
wide world, that has been written from 
the birth of time, to compare with these 
writings. And what, Sir, is the cardinal 
doctrine of it all? It is charity; love 
to your neighbour, pity for mankind, kind~
ness, making people love each other, and 
you loving your brother. That is the 
doctrine which runs through the teachings 
of Him whose Kingdom was not of this 
world. But here is a gentleman who makes 
professions which I would not presume to 
make, and yet, Sir, though he makes these 
professions, I would cut my right hand 
off, before I would take part in an agi
tation as he has done, so calculated to 
set man against man, and to raise up among 
our people, malignant, malicious~ foolish, 
damaging and dangerous passions. o 

Davin's position was clear; this sort of thing was to him pure 

demagoguery. Yet for this very reason it was politically danger

ous, especially so for an Irish-Canadian from County Limerick 

who claimed to have become "a very low English Churc'hman" by 

. 7 a d optlon. 

6 Ibid., c. 4236. 

7 Ibid., Feb. 12, 1890, Vol. I, c. 535. It might have been 
assumed on the basis of Davin's southern Irish ancestry that 
he was or had been brought up a Roman Catholic, but he de
clared on this occasion "Nobody supposes I have any leaning 
to [the Roman Catholic] church. I am a Radical on religious 
subjects •••• " See ibid. Moreover, T.P. O'Neill of the 
National Library of Ireland, Dublin, in correspondence with 
A.S. advises that Davin's birth is not registered in Roman 
Catholic parish registers between 1840 and 1844. On the 
other hand, there is little indication of a strong affinity 
for a particular Protestant denomination. In spite of his 
profession of Low English churchmanship on this occasion, it 
was not until the 1898-99 issue of The Parliamentary Guide 
that he listed his religion as Church of England, and the 
Regina Leader, Oct. 24, 1901, reports that Mrs. Davin was 
advised of her husband's death by the minister (continued) 
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Davin's next experience at navigating the reef-strewn 

waters of racial controversy came in that same session of 1890 

when D'Alton McCarthy introduced a bill to abolish the dual 

language in the North-West Territories. The bill was a simple 

proposal to repeal section 110 of The North-West Territories Act 

which provided that either English or French might be used in 

the debates of the North-West Council and in proceedings before 

the courts, and that the records, journals, and ordinances of 

the Council were to be produced in both languages. According 

to McCarthy, the section had been inserted as a Senate amendment 

to the Act as passed in 1877 and had been left unaltered by sub

sequent amending Acts, but<he argued that the continuation of 

the dual-language provision was inimical to national unity, and 

he claimed that the original provision for a dual language in 

the Territories had been a mistake since there was no legal re

quirement for two languages anywhere but in the Parliament of 

Canada and the legislature of Quebec. His proposal, he claimed, 
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was in accord with public opinion as expressed in the territorial 

press and in a petition addressed to the House of Commons by 

the North-West assembly during the session of 1889 which argued 

that since the needs of the North-West population did not de

mand the official recognition of a dual language, the expendi

ture . d by such·a requ1rement 8occaS10ne was unnecessary. 

When McCarthy moved second reading of his bill on February 

12, Davin rose immediately to move: 

That this Bill be not now read the 
second time, but that it be Resolved, That 
it is expedient that the Legislative 
Assembly of the North-West Territories be 
authorized to deal with the subject of this 
Bill by Ordinance or enactment, after the 
next general election for the said Terri
tories. 9 

In sp~aking to his amendment he contended that the question was 

a local one and the decision should therefore be made by the 

North-West as~embly, but he argued too that there was a question 

of justice involved, as there was on the second homestead issue, 

for if French-speaking settlers had been encouraged to move into 

the Territories expecting a statutory guarantee of their lang

uage, the guarantee should not be peremptorily repealed. l O It 

could not be argued, Davin continued, that the repeal of the 

dual-language provision was justified simply because the French

speaking population was small: n ••• the bare fact of [the 

French] being outnumbered is a reason why, without giving them 

8 See n.C.D., Jan. 22, 1890, Vol. I, cc. 39-51. 

9 Ibid., Feb. 12, 1890, Vol. I, c. 532. 

10 Ibid., c. 533. 
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a hearing, we should not repeal this clause."ll He then pro

ceeded to assail McCarthyts proposition that a nation can be 

formed only where there is a community of language, and he 

suggested that n ••• for a man of great influence and popular 

power to disseminate those fallacies throughout the country, is 

a very great crime and a very great misdemeanour at the bar of 

history.u1 2 

I would not care in the least what he pro
posed to do [Davin continued] if he did 
not fall into such fallacies, misleading 
as they are and calculated to beget ideas 
which may indeed tend to the disruption •of the country.13 

Finally, having shown that McCarthy's "main propositions" were 

"absolutely without foundation," that the deductions drawn from 

them were "fallacious," and that the authorities quoted in 

support of them "actually teach something else," Davin expressed 

the hope that there was "that grandeur of soul in my hone and 

learned friend that he can come to the conclusion that he has 

been in error, and will determine to mend his ways."14 

As the debate continued it appeared that Davints amendment 

was not acceptable to the House, and Mr. C. Beausoleil (Berthier) 

moved a subamendment declaring in effect that there was no justi

fication for the withdrawal of the dual-language clause. 1 5 In 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. , c. 536. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Ibid., c. 545. 

15 Ibid. , c. 557. 
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the end, however, Beausoleilts subamendment having been de

feated, it was the proposal of the Minister of Justice which 

carried the day. Thompson's subamendment was similar to Davin's 

amendment in that it left the final decision up to the North-

West assembly which could act on the matter after the next 

general election in the Territories, but it also declared the 

determination of the House of Commons to resist any attempts 

to impair the covenants respecting the use of the French lan

16 guage. 

Thus Davin again demonstrated an inherent sense of justice 

and tolerance, a justice which was not confined to popular 

causes and a tolerance which was not dictated by political ex

pediency, but in addition he demonstrated on this occasion a 

nice sense of that balance required of the parliamentarian when 

the local interests of his constituents appear to run counter 

to his own views of the broader interests of the nation. Davin 

was not to be stampeded by popular pressure, and when the 

McCarthyites claimed the support of the territorial press, Davin 

read to the House the comment of the Regina Leader of September 

10, 1889, headed "The Dual Language." Let the question be raised, 

the Leader had advised, "but when raised let us discuss it as 

statesmen should discuss it, without violent or offensive lan

guage." And again: "If it should be decided that in any part 

of the Dominion the dual language is not ne~essary, let it be 

16 Ibid., Feb. 18, 1890, Vol. I, cc. 881-82. In the division
on Thompson's sub-amendment to Davin's amendment, Davin
voted with Thompson. See ibid., Feb. 21, 1890, Vol. I,
c. 1018. 
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abolished without exciting cries or dithyrambics, and vice 

versa." And finally: 

We are in a new country in the North-West, 
let us make a new start and discuss any 
question that may arise, not in the de
ceiving glare of prejudice, but in the 
clear cold light of reason; nay, in the 
broad illumination of the Gospel of our 
Lord, who taught us that all men are 
brethren. If the continuance of the dual 
language is to be discussed it should be 
discussed in the same practical temper, 
the same absence of excitement, as we would 
discuss the building of a bridge over 
Boggy Creek. It is not necessary to be 
violent or offensive or to rail at this 17 
or the other section of the community •••• 

This surely was a voice of reason, justice, tolerance, balance, 

a voice of responsible statesmanship, a voice which sought to 

reconcile rather than to abolish differences. 

The breakers of religious controversy crashed ominously 

again in the House of Commons in 1894 when Israel Tarte, Liberal 

member for the Quebec constituency of LfIslet, moved a motion 

for papers respecting school ordinance number twenty-two passed 

by the Legislative Assembly of the North-West Territories during 

the session of 1892. The North-~ Territories Act, 1875, had 

acknowledged the right of a Protestant or Roman Catholic minority 

in any school district to establish a separate school. The 

first territorial ordinance respecting education, passed in 1884, 

had placed the administration of schools ,in the Territories under 

a Board of Education chaired by the Lieutenant-Governor and 

operating in two sections, one Protestant, the other Roman Catholic. 

17 As quoted in ibid., Feb. 12, 1890, Vol. I, c. 543. 
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This dual system of education was eliminated by the ordinance 

of 1892 which replaced the Board of Education by a Council of 

Public Instruction consisting of the Lieutenant-Governor and 

his executive committee plus four non-voting advisory members 

two of whom were to be Protestant and two Roman Catholic. ~he

result of this was, as a modern authority has pointed out, that 

the 

management of the schools had been vir
tually taken over by the State. The 
Council of Public Instruction assumed 
control of the administration of all 
schools in receipt of public funds, 
public and separate, in the matter of 
inspection, the certification of 
teachers, and the authorizing of text
books. 1 8 

The Roman Catholic hierarchy had approached the federal 

government in 1893 seeking the disallowance or amendment of this 

ordinance, but the federal government refused to take action and 

the territorial assembly, to whom the hierarchy had turned at 

the suggestion of Ottawa, proved to be similarly intransigent. 1 9 

Thus Tarte's motion brought the matter to the attention of the 

House of Commons where Davin, as a Member of Parliament and as 

a representative of the North-West, was again obliged to embark 

upon these controversial waters, and in so doing demonstrated 

that his rules of pilotage in such circumstances did not require 

him to seek either the Protestant or Roman Catholic side of the 

18 C.B. Sissons, Church & State in Canadian Education, Toronto, 
1959, p. 257. For an account of these developments see 
also Walter C. Hurray, "History of Education in Saskatchewan," 
Canada and ~ Provinces, Vol. XX, Pt. II, Toronto, 1914, 
pp. 451-74. 

19 Sissons,~. £i!., p. 257. 
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channel, but simply to take h~s departure from the facts of 

the case, and to make his landfall, according to his obser

vations, at the truth of the matter. 

At the conclusion of Tarte's speech in which he made the 

rather loosely documented claim that separate schools in the 

North-West had been "abolished" by the school ordinance of 

1892,20 Davin rose, not "to oppose this motion, but to relieve 

the overwrought feelings of this House.,,21 He characterized 

. 22
Tarte's speech as "a vocal scrap-book," and he charged Tarte 

with having "failed to state the issue or the grievances which 

23
require remedy." Davin spoke, as he said, 

with some earnestness on this subject, and 
for this reason: I say that it is more 
than one's patience can very well endure, 
to sit here, as I have for years past ••• 
and hear hone members, who know absolutely 
nothing of the North-west, speaking as 
though this or that section were being 
trampled under foot. 24 

While admitting that he had heard one or two complaints about 

the regulations made under the ordinance of 1892, he stated that 

he had not heard complaints about the enactment itself, and he 

cautioned the House: 

••• that there never was a more mistaken 
course taken by anyone who is a friend of 
separate schools, than the course of ob

20 H.C.D., Mar. 21, 1894, Vol. I, cc. 159-73. 

21 ~., c. 173. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid., c. 174. 

24 Ibid., c. 175. 
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jecting to the state of things that exists 
at present. If you agitate it the result 
will be that a sentiment, partly pro
vincial -- and I won't say that there is 
not another sentiment of a warmer character 
than provincial -- might be raised, and 
the results would be inimical to the very 
cause my ~on. friend has at heart. 25 

Indeed, he pointed out that the extremists on both sides of 

these racial and religious issues suffered very serious halluc

inations with respect to the North-West, and in a comment 

applying to both the Tartes and the McCarthys, he said: "The 

bee buzzes as loudly and nonsensically in the head of my hon. 

friend as he buzzes in the heads of others.«26 

When the House resumed debate on this motion on April 18, 

Davin reiterated his warning that should the school ordinance 

be disallowed or should the federal government prevail upon the 

territorial assembly to amend or rescind the ordinance, "an 

agitation dead against all separate schools in the territory"27 

would result. 

There is not a part of Canada at the present 
minute where the breath of fanaticism is so 
mild as it is in the North-west Territories; 
[he said] and it is only such agitation as 
this that can disturb us by those religious 
passions that unfortunately have disturbed 
other provinces, and are fraught with so 
much evil.28 

Still, he argued: 

I do not care whether he claims for a 

25 Ibid., c. 179. 

26 1..!2!.9. • 
27 Ibid. , Apr. 18, 1894, Vol. I, c. 1608. 

28 Ibid. , c. 1629. 



/ C4I4 
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DAvnr- u \Vould you mind doing me a favor. Mc
: earthy?". . 
;,. M~ARTHY-ce Delighted. I'm sure, Davin, if it's in my 
(power. t . 

t..:· DAVIN-UIt is. Be so good as to mind your own affairs, 
i..-d· leave North-Wesl grievances that don't exist to North
~, W. representatives. H .t;.-:_.. _ 

Pro. tiu, Vol. 41, No. 13, 1894,
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Protestant, a Catholic, or a Hindoo. I 
do not care whether it is for a worshipper 
of Buddha or a Christian; if justice is 
what [Tarte] claims ••• he will find me 
with him. 29 

Yet where did justice lie in this issue? Or, more properly, 

where did Davin conceive it to lie? 

There was not, as he saw it, "a scintilla of evidence that 

any rights of the Catholics whatever have been interfered with,,,30 

and he took some time to explain in detail the legal and admini

strative changes that had been effected by the school ordinance 

which had simply eliminated a dual system of education, and this 

to him, and he was a "pretty liberal man,,,31 was a commendable 

reform, for, he argued, if one admits the necessity of a dual 

system of education, 

Logically, this is the position you will be 
landed in, and you cannot escape from it 
that from one point of view, one set of 
teachers, one set of machinery, one set of 
scholars must all be wrong on one or two or 
three great subjects; you would pour out a 
stream of men, with false ideas on history, 
false ideas on science, false ideas on 
philosophy, literature, sociology; educated 
without being enlightened. You would be 
producing, if you look at the matter from 
the Catholic standpoint, bigots with the 
germs of religious hatred in their breasts, 
or, looked at from the other standpoint'32 
laymen with the spirit of ecclesiastics. 

While Davin reminded the House that the point at issue was 

29 Ibid. , c. 1605. 

30 Ibid., c. 1630. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Ibid. , c. 1631. 
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not secular versus religious education, or the merits of 

separate or public or Protestant or Catholic schools, but 

simply whether or not the ordinance of 1892 and the regulations 

made thereunder had swept away the separate schools in the 

North-West Territories, he could not refrain from injecting 

into the debate some of his own views on education. Had the 

House been debating the advantages of a religious or secular 

education, Davin suggested, til do not know but he would find 

me -- probably I have been born out of due time, and am a be

lated man -- standing side by side with those who believe that 

the best education is that which is shot through and through 

33with religious teaching ... And he went on: 

The great men have come ••• from a system 
where ••• those facts that bear so power
fully on the moral nature and the reverence 
of the man, that tend to give him a true 
intellectual perspective, that enable him 
to see at once how great he may be and how 
small, as compared with other essences in 
the universe, he is -- that give him the 
idea of order, and enable him, whether he 
be educated in a democracy, a kingdom, or 
an empire, but especially in a democracy, 
to escape from the dwarfing influences of 
that 'plani aequori campi' -- that barren 
waste where every molehill exalts itself 
as a mountain, and every thistle waves 
itself as a forest tree. 34 

The political overtones of this debate did not escape Davin, 

nor did they deter him from expressing his opinion on education 

generally, and particularly on the separate school system in the 

Territories. Still one detects a note of regret that the rewards 

33 Ibid., c. 1605. 

34 ~., c. 1606. 
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for liberality are seldom paid in political currency: 

I have suffered politically for my liber
ality on such questions, [he said] because 
after all, I belong to the west, and I am 
an Ontario man, and nobody could be as 
liberal as I have been without exciting 
suspicion, however unfounded, and losing 
support which naturally belongs to me as 
a Protestant holding definite opinions on 
dogma. 35 

Nevertheless, Davin had taken his stand on the issue and per

formed his duty in advising the House of the state of affairs 

in the North-West as he, a North-West member, understood it, 

and he concluded: 

The only object I can possibly have is to 
force the truth on the people of Canada 
and on this House, because if this speech 
can have any effect in regard to my politi~al
position, it must be to injure me, that is, 
if there be that kind of power which is 
represented by certain remarks which I see 
here and there •••• My only object must be 
that this House, so far as my poor testimony 
and my poor means of discussing a question 
go, shall be possessed of the truth. 36 

He did not object to men fighting hard when they fought for 

political principles or party issues, and indeed he reminded the 

members that the English House of Commons had been described by 

a French spectator as a place where the rhetorical blows dealt 

out 

were like these men dealt each other in 
battle, or on the sea in the old days, 
when yard was locked in yard and gunlip 
kissing gun. I do not object to all that, 
[he continued] but there is a limit beyond 
which party strife should not go. And 
that limit is passed when men will excite 

35 Ibid., c. 1609. 

36 Ibid., c. 1632. 



-150

racial or religious passions on ground
less grievances, stirring up hatreds that 
may imperil the welfare or progress of 
a province, or even of the whole Dominion 
-- and doing it for the paltry purpose of 
trying to snatch a party victory.37 

In view of the tenor of Canadian politics at this period 

when the country generally and the Conservative party particu

larly sorely missed Macdonald's skilful welding of a Protestant 

Ontario and a Roman Catholic Quebec, Davin's concluding plea is 

of considerable significance. He did not ask the House to 

support his position; he did not plead for public or separate 

or secular or religious schools; he did not contend for Ordinance 

22; nor did he even suggest that the matter should be kept out 

of the political arena. Rather, he asked simply that members 

"make themselves masters of the facts" before discussing the 

question "in print or on the platform": 

And if they do make themselves masters of 
the facts, [he continued] I care not how 
vigorously they fight, if they remember 
this, that in all our party struggles we 
should bear in mind that while we may be 
strong party men, we should be lovers of 
truth and patriots above all else. 3 8 

The House debated the territorial separate school issue 

again in the 1894 session when McCarthy moved an amendment to the 

motion for third reading of a bill to amend The North-West Terri

tories Act. His amendment was designed to give the territorial 

assembly full control of education in the Territories and conse

quently the power of deciding whether or not separate schools 

37 Ibid., c. 1634. 

38 Ibid. 
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could be established, and he based his argument on the con

stitutional provision that education was a provincial rather 

than a federal matter. A subamendment was moved by Mr. S. 

Hughes (North Victoria) which would have prevented the terri

torial assembly from establishing separate schools, but when 

the House divided on the subamendment only Hughes and McDonald 

from Assiniboia East voted in its -favour. 3 9 

Davin rose later to remind the House that they were not 

voting on the separate school issue, but as to whether or not 

the powers of the territorial assembly should be enlarged; 

"That is the sole question, [he said] and voting on that question 

I shall vote in favour of enlarging the powers of the Assembly.n 40 

Nevertheless, he had spoken at some length on the question of 

separate schools, and had expressed his opinion that it was "far 

safer for the existence of the separate schools" for the control 

of education to be in the hands of the territorial assembly than 

to deprive the assembly of that control,41 and he reasoned that 

there did not exist in~the Territories 

any such feeling against separate schools 
as there is against being deprived of the 
power to which they believe they are en
titled according to the spirit of the 
British North America Act. 42 

Davin was referring to the fact that under the constitution 

39 Ibid., July 16, 1894, Vol. II, c. 6080 ff. 

40 ~., c. 6143. 

41 Ibid., c. 6140. 

42 Ibid. 
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education was a matter for provincial jurisdiction, but the pro

viso preventing interference with the rights enjoyed by a 

religious minority at the time of union was regarded as a re

striction of provincial control over education amounting almost 

to a deprivation of a constitutional power. He took the position 

that a provincial or territorial assembly exercising complete 

control over education would be much more likely to deal justly 

with a religious minority than if justice were forced on them 

by an outside authority. Yet there was room to question this 

assertion that separate schools would be safe in the hands of 

the territorial assembly, for the supporters of separate schools 

had before them at this very moment the Manitoba example with 

all its constitutional complexities and legal niceties, and 

Davin did not indicate in just what manner the temper of the 

Territories differed from that of Manitoba on the separate school 

issue. 

Davin spoke too on his own concept of education, and in 

opposing Hughes' subamendment he said: "The Territories do not 

want to be told that they must have a certain description of 

education, one that does not teach them anything about God but 

43simply questions of duty between man and man," and he went on 

to suggest that: 

••• if real religious education is given by 
either [Protestant or Catholic separate 
schools], side by side with a good secular 
education, I would infinitely prefer it for 
myself, or for any relative in whom I was 
concerned, to a mere secular education. I 
cannot ••• understand how any of the great 

43 Ibid., c. 6141. 
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questions that a man of any education 
has to grapple with, can be met without 
facing at every step the propositions 
of religion. You cannot climb the starry 
spiral of science without on every stair 
being confronted with the great postulates 
of religion. You cannot have a thorough 
education, in my opinion, without its 
having been also a religious education. 44 

Having thus declared his own personal views on religious edu

cation, he then felt it necessary to explain why he was in favour 

of handing over to the Legislative Assembly of the North-West 

Territories the complete power of dealing with the educational 

question: 

I will tell you, Sir: [he said] We live 
in an age of wide suffrage; we live in a 
democratic community; we live in a time 
when the people rule; we live in a time 
when the majority is sacred, and when vox 
populi is actually vox dei. I do not say 
I would have preferred to live in another 
age, but finding myself in such a time I 
must live up to it. I live in a country 
and at a time when these things prevail, 
and I represent a constituency to whose 45 
opinions I am bound to pay some attention. 

From this comment we learn almost as much about Davin as we learn 

about his views on education, put in particular the comment is 

of interest insofar as it gives a slight indication that Davin 

was not quite so sure of his grounds in claiming that the temper 

of the Territories was opposed to the abolition of separate 

schools. It is worth noting too, particularly in the light of 

later events, that Davin felt "bound to pay some attention" to 

the opinions of his constituents, but it is significant that he 

44 Ibid.

45 Ibid., cc. 6141-42.
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did not say he was bound to act in accordance with those opin

ions. 

Thus these two debates on the separate school question 

show Davin in a rather interesting light. Not only do we find 

him arguing for justice as he had done on. other occasions, not 

only do we find him interpreting to the House a state of affairs 

which existed in the North-West as a North-West member might 

reasonably be expected to do, not only do we find him appealing 

to the House to act on the basis of fact rather than prejudice 

as would seem natural in a man who took some pride in his own 

intellectual accomplishments, but we find him also introducing 

a fresh breeze of liberality not commonly associated with dis

cussions of education in Canada. It was a liberality due pro

bably to the fact that having been born and educated overseas, 

Davin was' not wedded to the Canadian assumption that education 

was an either-or proposition, an alternative between state

controlled, secular schools on the one hand, or church-controlled, 

religious schools on the other. Education to him could never 

be the private preserve of the theologian or the mere moralist, 

and attempts to make it one or the other deprived it of its 

objective -- the enlightenment of mankind. 

Yet could this dispassionate analysis, this aseptic sense 

of justice be expected to appeal to a Protestantism which had 

never really understood that the history of Christendom had not 

ended with the Reformation? Or could it, for that matter, appeal 

to a Quebec Catholicism which, while prepared to accommodate 

itself to a vigorous Anglo-Saxon majority, remained convinced, 
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nevertheless, that the Protestants of that majority were still 

heretics, and even the faithful amongst them somewhat less than 

civilized? Could Davin really explain to the members of the 

House as well as the electorate the intellectual consistency 

of his opposition to the disallowance of both The Jesuits' 

Estates Act, and the North-West Territories school ordinance of 

1892, or how he could vote against McCarthyts proposal to repeal 

the dual language clause of The North-West Territories Act, and 

in the same session stand with McCarthy in urging that the 

Territories should have complete control of education? But 

this was Davin's dilemma; this was the dilemma of the poet in 

politics. 

Davin made his final passage through the shoaling waters 

of racial and religious controversy in the great debate on the 

Manitoba School Question, and on this occasion the tides ran 

even more fiercely since the issue involved not merely the school 

system of Manitoba, but as well it brought the ambitions of a 

British and Protestant Ontario to possess the West into conflict 

with the "counter-claim of Quebec that the West should be the 

dual heritage of French and English. n 46 It was thus inevitable 

that the Manitoba School Question should become a national issue, 

that the currents of controversy should lead into the main 

channel of Canadian life, and that the navigator making his 

passage through that channel should be beset by the strong on

shore winds of provincial rights. 

46 W.L. Morton, Manitoba: A History, Toronto, 1957, p. 245. 
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The dispute was but another phase in that unresolved con

flict of race and creed amplified by the bigotry of a militant 

Orangism on one side and an ultramontane clericalism on the 

other which had most recently manifested itself in those contro

versies which have already been discussed. It began with the 

passage of The Manitoba School Act of 1890 which established a 

national school system in the province and abolished any form 

of publicly supported denominational schools. The Roman hierarchy 

moved against the Act by both a petition for disallowance and 

by litigation. The former was withdrawn and the latter delayed 

until after the election of 1891, and late in that year "the 

Manitoba School Question began its tortuous progress through 

the courts. n 4 7 On July 30, 1892, the Judicial Committee of the 

Privy Council handed down its decision which in effect declared 

the School Act to be intra vires thereby reversing the decision 

of the Supreme Court of Canada and upholding the judgement of 

the Manitoba courts. 

Thereupon the Roman Catholic minority sought a remedy under 

section 93 of The British North America Act which provided that 

a minority deprived of educational rights enjoyed at the time 

of union might appeal to the Governor General in Council and 

ultimately, if necessary, to the Parliament of Canada for a 

remedy. The question of whether or not such an appeal lay with 

the Governor General in Council under these circumstances was 

referred by the federal government to the Supreme Court whose 

47 Ibid., p. 250. 
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judgement, rendered in February of 1894, held that such an 

appeal did not lie. This judgement, however, was also reversed 

by the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in a decision 

rendered on January 29, 1895, and, in Morton's phrase, the 

Judicial Committee had thus twice "returned to the government 

the poisoned chalice of the dreaded obligation to deal with 

the Manitoba School Question. u 4 8 In February of that year the 

Governor General in Council heard the appeal of the Roman 

Catholic minority, and on March 21 issued a remedial order to 

the Hanitoba government directing the province to restore to 

the minority their right to denominational schools, a propor

tionate share of the school grants, and an exemption from taxation 

for the public school system. Greenway, the Manitoba Premier, 

supported by a resolution of the Hanitoba legislature, refused. 4 9 

Failing the success of further negotiations, the federal govern

ment thus had no alternative but to introduce remedial legislation 

in the Dominion Parliament. 

Judging by the attitude of the territorial press, the 

population of the Territories followed these developments with 

interest, but it was readily apparent to the settlers that, as 

Laurier's biographer later expressed it: 

The school was merely the arena where 
religious gladiators displayed their powers, 
an occasion for stirring the religious 

48 Ibid., p. 270. 

49 For an account of these events see also Sissons, ~. cit., 
pp. 180-95, and S.E. Lang, "History of Education in 
Manitoba," Canada and ~ Provinces, Vol. XX, Pt. II, 
Toronto, 1914, pp. 417-47. 
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convictions and religious prejudices of 
thousands and of demonstrating how little 
either their education or their religion

50 had done to make them tolerant citizens. 

The Edmonton Bulletin suggested in 1891 that since Manitoba had 

been the battleground upon which both Ontario and Quebec had 

struggled for twenty years to re-create their respective religions 

and cultures, Macdonald had called the election earlier than 

had been expected so that the government might avoid committing 

itself on the Manitoba School Question during the campaign and 

the Conservative party could continue to rely on support from 

both Ontario and Quebec. 51 Still, territorial sympathies from 

the beginning tended to favour the Manitoba government, and the 

Supreme Court decision against the constitutionality of the 

School Act was reported by the Saskatchewan Herald as "a bad 

blow. n5 2 Moreover, it is also apparent that from the outset 

the territorial population regarded the question of provincial 

rights to be as much at issue as any question of the rights of 

minorities. The Saskatchewan Herald made this point very clear: 

"The politician who proposes to restrict the liberties of a 

province is simply working his own destruction.,,53 

At the same time, of course, the religious elements in the 

50 O.D. Skelton, ~ and Letters of Sir Wilfrid Laurier, 
Vol. I, Toronto, 1921, p. 441. 

/
51 Feb. 7, 1891, "The Elections." W.L. Morton s~ys that Tache 

"was persuaded to withhold an appeal to the courts until 
after the election of 1891." See Manitoba: A History, 
p. 250. 

52 Nov.G, 1891, "Manitoba School Act." 

53 Ibid., Nov. 4, 1892. 
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dispute were not ignored, and as the prolonged debate reached 

its ultimate climax the Regina Standard expressed the somewhat 

aggressive attitude of the extreme Protestants: 

Let all loyal Canadians, irrespective 
of party, take advantage of their golden 
opportunity to crush the power of political 
Romanism in our New Dominion. To grant 
separate schools would be to establish by 
law a state church which arrogates to it
self all power in heaven and on earth, and 
claims to hold on its possession the keys 
of gehenna. Like the warriors of London
derry 200 years ago, let us be deaf to all 
compromise and like them let our watchword 
be NO SURRENDER.54 

But the Standard was not typical of even those few territorial 

papers which commented at any length on the school question. 

The complexities and dangers of the situation were noted by 

the Regina Leader: 

This is a most momentous matter be
cause the question before the minds of 
the lawyers and the appellants is not the 
question before the popular mind and it 
is impossible to· get the popular mind to 
go into this question as a cold matter of 
law. The question before the great mass 
on one side is -- are we to be tyrannically 
deprived of certain rights? The question 
before the other is -- are we to be 
tyrannically bossed and dominated? These 
are not the technical questions but we say 
these are the questions, inflammable and 
dangerous, that are in the popular mind, 
and no legal argument can tone these down 
or mitigate the heat and it may be, the 
fury of the flames. Why not, as one of 
the clergy has suggested, find whether 
some solution is not possible that would 

54 Mar. 7, 1895, "Remedial Legislation. 1I See also ibid., 
Mar. 28, 1895, nThat Order," and ibid., Apr. 4, 1895, 
"The Dose is too Strong," and "The Destiny of Canada 
Depends On It. 1t 
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be acceptable to all and consistent with 
the preservation intact of the National 
System. 55 

After explaining in detail the legal aspects of the remedial 

order, the editorial concluded that "from a legal standpoint 

the Council had no other course than the course it has taken; 

but speaking as statesmen we hope Mr. Greenway's Government 

may be allowed to deal with the matter.,,56 Elsewhere, the 

Leader deplored the situation that had developed: "So important, 

so complex, so hemmed in with conflict and danger, and not one 

man in a hundred on either side capable of approaching the 

issues, some so delicate, without passion. u57 Thus, while 

territorial opinion by 1895 was decidedly opposed to federal 

interference in the affair,58 there was also a fervent hope 

that the long-drawn-out dispute would soon be settled, for in 

commenting on the probable contents of the remedial bill, the 

Herald stated: " ••• it is thought it will be acceptable to 

the House and to everyone in the country who desires to see the 

. 1 d . . ,,59quest10n sett e on 1ts mer1ts. 

As the dispute has been kept up by eastern 
agitators [the editorial concluded], for 
the people of Manitoba have taken but small 
part in it, the proposed settlement will 
restore ~eace and contentment to the 
country. 0 

55 Apr. 4, 1895, "The School Question." 

56 Ibid. 

57 Ibid., "Editorial Notes." 

58 See for example Regina Leader, Oct. 17, 1895, "Mr. Laurier 
Behind Torres Vedras," and Saskatchewan Herald, June 21, 1895. 

59 Saskatchewan Herald, Dec. 20, 1895. 

60 Ibid. 
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For the politicians both in office and in opposition the 

issue was fraught with dangers, and Laurier and his Liberals 

must have been aware that should the Conservative government 

succumb to the lethal draught being relentlessly forced upon 

them, the "poisoned chalice" would as surely be offered to them 

in turn. True, both parties had their extremists violently 

committed on one side or the other, but the thoughtful men in 

both parties were fully cognizant of the difficulties of find

ing a solution which would fulfil the responsibilities of the 

federal government under the constitution and recognize and 

satisfy at the same time the rights of the minority and of the 

provincial legislature. Thus until the last moment both parties 

adopted the not-unstatesmanlike attitude of delay and cautious 

equivocation, for both knew that under the circumstances it was 

easier, much easier, to expound a solution from an editorial 

desk or a pulpit than from a seat in Parliament. It is not 

surprising then, to find that Davin was slow to commit himself 

to an irrevocable position on the Manitoba School Question, and 

even the Leader's pronouncements on the issue were at first 

couched as suggestions and hopes rather than demands. Still 

there is no doubt that Davin favoured a policy of non-interfer

ence reasoned from the very practical grounds that while The 

British North America Act may have given the federal government 

the right to act in such a situation, effective action could be 

taken only by the government of Manitoba. 

In February of 1893, for example, the Leader had suggested 

that even if the Supreme Court ruled that an appeal from the 

minority did lie with the Governor General in Council, there was 
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very little the federal government could do to effect a remedy, 

and therefore, the editor asked: 

Is not the manly, straight forward course 
then the one at once just and respectful 
to the Roman Catholic hierarchy and just 
and respectful to the country? If there 
is no intention of doing anything for 
them why not say so at once. 61 

A month later, however, in debate in the House of Commons on a 

motion moved by Tarte which condemned the manner in which the 

federal government had handled the Manitoba School Question 

particularly in referring the matter of the appeal to the courts, 

Davin defended the action of the government. The motion was 

ambiguous, he claimed: "Turn [it] one way and it has a Jesuit 

62
aspect; turn it the other way and it is all Orange." Still, 

it was not an idle question, since he welcomed "anything that 

will tend to dispel the cloud of prejudice ••• that hovers over 

this country and threatens to shed its pestilential dews upon 

it. n63 He argued that while ninety-five per cent of those who 

voted for him in the last election might take strong views uin 

favour of what, on the face of it, would seem to the popular 

64 
mind, to be advanced by this motion,n and while he had presented 

several petitions from his constituents who were opposed to inter

ference with the Manitoba schools, he felt that the difference 

of opinion amongst learned lawyers was nsufficient reason for 

61 Regina Leader, Feb. 9, 1893, "The Manitoba School Question." 

62 H.C.D., Mar. 8, 1893, c. 2024. 

63 Ibid., c. 2022. 

64 Ibid., cc. 2013-14. 
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referring this matter to a tribunal.,,65 Again in the following 

year when the House was debating the North-West school ordinance, 

Davin had this to say on the position of the Roman Catholic 

minority in Hanitoba: 

When the Hanitoba school question comes 
up, if it does come up, I will be quite 
ready to express my opinion upon it, and 
that opinion is not very different from 
that expressed by the late member for 
Winnipeg (Mr. Macdonald) when he criticized 
the legislation of the Manitoba Assembly.66 

Davin seems to have been similarly reluctant to commit him

self on the hustings to a definite position with respect to this 

issue, but by 1895 he appears to have come out in favour of pro

vincial rights and secular schools, although the circumstances 

of this commitment tend to show that it was made under duress. 

The :Hoose Jaw Times reported a political meeting h.e Ld in Hoose 

Jaw on March 12, 1895, at which, "Being questioned about schools, 

Davin said he favoured provincial rights and national, non

sectarian schools. (Hitchcock's words).,,67 The significance 

of the parenthetical addition is clear from a report in the 

Regina Standard of another meeting held in Regina: "He (Davin) 

professed himself favourable to national schools, but at Moose 

Jaw the word non-sectarian had to be put into his mouth. n6 8 How

ever, the Standard very properly, albeit somewhat vindictively, 

65 Ibid., c. 2023. 

66 Ibid. , Apr. 18, 1894, Vol. I, c. 1628. 

67 Har. 15, 1895, "Now They're At It. n 

68 Ha r , 21, 1895, nVery Badly Riddled. It 
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challenged this I1very reluctant assent" in view of Davin's 

pronouncements in the House of Commons with respect to secular 

and religious education, and the Standard concluded that Davin 

did not really believe in secular schools, but had been forced 

to support them because of their popularity with his constitu

69 ents. Finally, the Leader sought to make Davin's position 

clear with the comment: ItMr. Davin's views on [the Hanitoba 

School Question] have long been known, and known to be in accord 

with those of his constituents -- for Provincial Rights and 

Secular Education. lt70 However, if this was intended as a general 

statement of Davin's views on education, the editor was being 

somewhat less than candid, for Davin in the House of Commons had 

been anything but a strong supporter of secular education. If, 

on the other hand, this statement had been intended to apply 

solely to Manitoba, it could be interpreted to mean that if the 

province, in exercising its right to control its own educational 

system had adopted a policy of secular schools, then Davin 

favoured that policy not because he believed in secular sch~ols,

but because he believed that education was a matter falling 

solely within provincial jurisdiction. Yet this is speculation; 

the fact remains that his constituents had good ground for be

lieving in 1895, notwithstanding the valid doubts cast by the 

Standard, that Davin stood for provincial rights and secular 

schools and would take a position in Parliament opposed to fed

eral interference in the Manitoba school controversy. 

69 Ibid., nDavinian Pledges. 1t 

70 Regina Leader, Mar. 21, 1895, "The Meeting on Saturday.1t 
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Whatever doubt there may have been respecting Davin's 

views on secular schools, there was no such doubt as to his 

point of view on federal interference with the school legis

lation of Manitoba. He had made it clear from the platform, 

through the columns of the Leader, and in the House of Commons 7l 

that he believed the solution to the problem lay with the 

Manitoba government itself, and it should be noted that this 

stand was perfectly consistent with the views he had expressed 

in Parliament on the question of the Jesuits'Estates, the 

dual language in the Territories, the territorial school ordin

ance, and McCarthyts proposal to grant complete control of 

education in the Territories to the territorial assembly. It 

should be noted further, however, that while taking this 

position against federal interference, Davin had not publicly 

committed himself to oppose a government which proposed to 

interfere either by a remedial order, which had already been 

issued, or by remedial legislation which it was anticipa.ted 

would be introduced at the forthcqming session. Perhaps he did 

not think it necessary to commit himself on what might be merely 

a hypothetical question, for in December of 1895 he had written 

72
from Winnipeg to Walter Scott, the new owner of the Lead~:

71 See R.C.D., July 17, 1895, Vol. II, c. 4667 ff. 

72 The sale had been concluded on Aug. 22, 1895, after pro
tracted negotiations, and the final agreement included a 
clause (number 16) whic4 had committed Scott to support 
Davin and the Conservative party at least until after the 
next federal general election, and had permitted Davin to 
retain control of the first two editorial columns for that 
same period. This resulted in a rather strange editorial 
situation, for Scott and J.K. McInnis had been (continued) 
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You may be quite certain Remedial Legis
lation will ll2! come before the Dominion 
Parliament. The School Question has 
lost its great importance here in Manitoba. 
Greenway will carry the country. Oppo
sition will not be wholly wiped out. 
Greenway will settle the School question 
or deal with it -- will settle it in fact 
before the new year is very old. As the 
Leader has always contended the Manitoba 
Legislature is the only power which should 
touch it. 73 

Even as late as February 27, 1896, sixteen days after the 

remedial bill had been introduced, Davin was reporting to Scott 

that there was "still some idea something will occur to prevent 

second reading coming off," although by this time he was of the 

74
opinion that it would carry. 

Davin's letters to Scott in these hectic months, written 

to provide background material and suggested editorial c:omment, 

indicate something of the "excitability of the House,"75 and it 

is no wonder the House was exci table, for in early Januar-y it 

was witnessing what might very well have been the disintegration 

of the Conservative party. Parliament met on January 2, 1896, 

72 (continued) partners since 1892 as publishers of thE~ Regina 
Standard, and, in June of 1894, at the instigation of J.H. 
Ross, Davin's Liberal apponent in 1887, and A. Hitchcock, 
who was for a short time in 1895 the Liberal candidate in 
Assiniboia West, Scott had purchased the Moose Jaw l~imes.
In the meantime, McInnis had been nominated as the I~atron
candidate in Assiniboia West, and Scott was thus in the 
happy position of having a journalistic relationship with 
all three political parties. See Drake, .Q.It. cit., pp. 83-86, 
and D.H. Bocking, "Premier Walter Scott -- A Study of His 
Rise to Political Power", unpublished M.A. thesis, University 
of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 1959, pp. 9-17. 

73 Davin to Scott, Dec. 30, 1895, Scott Papers, A.S. 

74 Davin to Scott, Feb. -27, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 

75 Davin to Scott, n.d., Scott Papers, A.S. 



-167

and the Speech from the Throne forecast the introduction of 

d · 1 eg1s. 1 . 0n anuary 7 , a f ter a 1 ong wee endreme 1a 1 at1on. 76 J k 

adjournment, Sir Adolphe Caron announced to the House of Commons 

the resignation of seven Ministers, and two days later the House 

adjourned again until January 14. Davin could feel "The situ
77

ation changing here every minute," and at one stage he pre

dicted "out of [his] own consciousness [that] Bowell will go 

out Tupper come in -- form Govt and after a few days go to 

78
the country." The Conservative party did not in fact dis

integrate; Tupperts reappearance seemed to breathe new life 

into the party, and Davin reported: "Make no mistake that 

Opposition in its present shape cannot win Tupper will carry 

79ta winner t to use the slang of the hour. 1t When the recon

structed ministry was announced in the House on January IS, 

Davints comment shows something of the spell Tupperts very name 

seemed to cast over the party: " ••• Sir, Macbeth, at the 

famous feast, when the ghost of Banquo appeared to him, was 

never so unmanned as was the hone gentleman [Sir Richard Cart

. h t b t h spectre 0 f t rose b e ore h' "80 S t1wr1g ] y e Tupper hat f 1m. '11 

there were doubts. A few days earlier Davin had written to Scott: 

Whoever undertakes to reorganize the Cabinet 
unless he gives ~ strong government ~
claims that the Conservative Party has 

76 H.C.D., Jan. 2, 1896, Vol. I, c. 3. 

77 Davin to Scott, Jan., n.d., Scott Papers, A.S. 

78 Davin to Scott, n.d., Scott Papers, A.S. 

79 Davin to Scott, Saturday, n.d., Scott Papers, A.S. 

80 H.C.D., Jan. IS, 1896, Vol. l, c. 82. 
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outlived its usefulness. If old Sir 
Charles undertakes it & repeats the 
blunders of Abbott and Thompson he will 
close in shame & impotence the most 
successful of colonial political careers. 
If on the other hand he really gives a 
vigorous government he will have added 
enormously to his claims on Canada today
& on posterity.81 

But the touchstone of it all was the Manitoba School Question; 

"I think you will find [Davin wrote in mid-January] if Tupper 

weathers the storm of the Schools that he will carry things 

triumphantly.n 8 2 

The cabinet crisis could have been Davin's long-awaited 

opportunity for a seat on the treasury benches. He had informed 

Scott, mistakenly as it proved, that "Perley and Lougheed are 

both going to be Ministers -- if I am not." He added, again 

mistakenly, "It is considered certain that Daly is going out 

83
hence this boldness of speech." It is not clear that Davin 

was actually offered a portfolio, but he himself reported to 

Scott: "1. told Bowell 1. cd !!..Q..t K.Q. into any Govmt pledged .!.Q. 

Remedial Legislation.,,84 If Scott knew anything of Davin's 

ambition, and he undoubtedly did, this refusal of cabinet office 

was the clearest statement yet of Davin's views on remedial 

legislation. 

One of Davin's most significant comments to Scott was con

81 Davin to Scott, Jan. 12, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 

82 Davin to Scott, Jan. 24, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 

83 Davin to Scott, Saturday, n.d., ·Scott Papers, A.S. 

84 Davin to Scott, Jan. 25, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
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tained in a post script to a letter dated January 25, 1896: 

Bear this in mind [he wrote] it is im
possible for you or me or anyone else 
to fight strongly for Manitoba when 
you know and I know that Greenway's 
Government was ready to sellout -
perhaps has sold out as it is -- to 
this Government -- they were on con
sideration of getting School Lands -
& a number of other things -- to bring 
forward provincial legislation to 
satisfy the Catholics. I know nothing 
of the Remedial Legislation but it may 
contain a surprise. 8 s 

If up to this time Davin had resolved to oppose the government 

on remedial legislation, was his resolve weakening? Or was 

this perhaps an unconscious rationalization of an instinctive 

desire to stand by his party in a crisis? It is difficult to 

know, particularly since it was in this same letter that he 

reported his inability to join a government pledged to remedial 

legislation, and also since in this same letter he informed 

Scott that D.II. Macdowall, the Saskatchewan member, proposed 

to introduce a bill on the subject which "gives up the principle 

of non-interference ,,86 a bill which Davin described in "A word-- , 
of contemptuous blameff as "the bill of a baby. The House of 

Commons would scorn to pass such a bill."S7 Yet, at the same 

time he advised Scott: 

If I were you I would go very gently for 
those who come out for interference with 
Manitoba. It is the declared policy of 
the Leader not to interfere. What is the 

85 Ibid. 

86 Ibid. 

87 Ibid. 
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use of interfering? If they go far 
enough to satisfy -- it will be an 
outrage & impractical if they bring 
forward a milk & water measure it 
will satisfy no one. u88 

However, he concluded with the note: "Most -- nay all Conser

vatives here assume [?] Sir Charles Tupper (Baronet) will 

89 
carry everything before him." It would seem, then, that the 

significance of the letter and post script is not that it is an 

indication of Davin's views one way or the other, but rather 

that it is indicative of the diversity of interests and issues 

which beset an individual member who eventually would be ex

pected to declare himself in public. Such a state of mind can 

be inferred from a later comment: "As to the school question 

[Davin wrote on February 21J -- the leading men on both sides 

are quaking about it. n90 

Thus events marched relentlessly on, and when a delegation 

headed by Sir Donald Smith returned from Manitoba in February 

having failed to establish any basis for negotiations with the 

91
Manitoba government, there was no alternative but to proceed 

with the remedial bill. On March 3, 1896, Tupper opened debate 

on the motion for second reading. He stood squarely within the 

four corners of the constitution, arguing that the Judicial 

Committee of the Privy Council had ruled unequivocally that a 

88 Ibid. The 
a marginal 

words ttv e r y 
insert. 

gently" appear in the original as 

89 Ibid. 

90 Davin to Scott, Feb. 21, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 

91 See Sissons, ~. cit., p. 191. 
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grievance existed with respect to the educational rights of 

the Roman Catholic minority in Manitoba; he argued further that 

the constitution provided a means for the redress of such a 

grievance, and that the minority sought to avail themselves of 

this means of redress. It was not, according to Tupper, a 

question of denominational schools; it was purely a question 

of upholding the constitution and thus preserving Confederation. 

This his government intended to do, and on the rock of the 

constitution his government and his party intended to stand 

9 2 or fall. 

Laurier followed. His position is summarized quite clearly 

in his peroration: 

I know, I acknowledge, that there is in 
this Government the power to interfere, 
there is in the Parliament the power to 
interfere; but that power should not be 
exercised until all the facts bearing on 
the case have been investigated and all 
means of conciliation exhausted. Holding 
these opinions I move that the Bill be 
not now read the second time, but that 
it be read the second time this day six 
months. 93 

It should be noted that Laurier's amendment, the six months' 

hoist, was a standard parliamentary amendment designed not to 

delay, but to kill the bill, and since the government had already 

made the measure an issue of confidence, party loyal~y was at 

once a legitimate and necessary consideration for all members. 

Laurier could have chosen other forms of amendment, for example 

92 See H.C.n., Mar. 3, 1896, Vol. I, c. 2719 ff. 

93 Ibid., c. 2759. 
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by moving that a decision be deferred until a parliamentary 

committee could inquire into the matter, and had he done so 

the want-of-confidence issue would have been less clear, but 

in moving as he did he forced the House to decide not only for 

or against the bill, but for or against the government. 

Davin's assessment of Laurier's position is contained in 

a letter to Scott dated March 5, 1896: 

The stand Laurier has taken greatly 
appeals to my admiration [he wrote]. It 
is a pity he did not take it until he was 
forced. Still it is a noble stand for a 
French Canadian Catholic to take -- of 
course his speech and Geoffrion's show 
that he is not where you & I stand -
namely absolutely against interference 
with Manitoba. The only difference be
tween him & the Government is one of 
degree. 94 

He continued: 

Now the only course open to the 
Leader in my opinion is something like 
this -- to welcome Laurier even at the 
last hour & though half way to the Western 
view -- But pointing out that those who 
ask for delay are as much remedial legis
lationists as those who propose the bill -
The Western view being to let the great 
prairie province alone, confident that if 
left alone her Legislature will do justice 
to the minority. 

As for partisan involvement, he commented: 

You have no idea of the pressure 
brought to bear on the Members of the Con
servative Party who were opposed to 
remedial legislation on one ground or 
another -

He felt that the government's position was improving, but that 

94 This and the following quotations are found in Davin to 
Scott, Mar. 5, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
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his "defection" was regarded as a Uterrible gap ••• in the 

Conservative artillery." 

Someone was needed to have followed Laurier 
who had raised a splendid but most vulner
able structure someone who could have struck 
at it before the mortar had hardened -- but 
there was no man to do that. The last 
person who came to me ••• was Daly. So 
inviting was the grandoise glittering in
consistency of Laurier's speech that I 
deeply regretted that on this subject I am 
so absolutely severed from the Government. 

Incidentally, there is also the expression of a faint dismay at 

the demands made on the time of a Member of Parliament: 

I have not read a single page of a book 
or paper for amusement since I came up to 
Ottawa LDavin complained] nothing ex
cept something bearing on my ParIty work. 
My wife complains we have so little con
versation together. As I once said:
If you keep yourself abreast the ParIty 
work here -- it is as treadmill a job as 
ever man undertook. 

The debate was prolonged, and as the inevitable division 

approached members hesitated to leave the precincts so that 

Ministers were to be found with cots set up in their offices, 

and members ensconced in blankets in the committee rooms." Some 

sought merriment and relaxation to relieve what must have been 

an incredible tension in the House, and on the night of March 

18, in the midst of what was to be a forty-hour sitting, some 

Conservative members held a "Symposiumu in the smoking room at 

which, so the Conservative Whip reported to the wife of the 

Governor General, Davin nwas called on to give a Blackfoot 

Dance •••• They had a long table with refreshments put up & 

Hr. Davin wound up his dance by springing on this & jigging down 

the centre kicking over bottles & tumblers & plates at every 
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95 step.n

This was, of course, but an interlude in the drama taking 

place in the Chamber, and as the debate wore on, and as speaker 

followed speaker throughout these days and weeks, Davin's 

understanding of the issue and of his duty with regard to it 

had begun to change, so that when he rose to address the House 

some time before midnight on March 19, he said: 

This debate, Sir, is remarkable, perhaps 
in my experience, unique. It is unique 
in this. As it proceeded light was so 
cast upon the issue that new standpoints 
presented themselves, and the question 
here today is wholly different from that 
which has troubled the mind of the country 
for some twelve months. 96 

The question of whether it was desirable to legislate along the 

lines of the remedial order had been "ipso facto decided in the 

negative so far as practical politics goes" the moment the bill 

had been introduced, but when the Leader of the Opposition moved 

the six months' hoist rather than an amendment calling for a 

commission of inquiry, "a wholly different issue and a more com

plexed issue was presented to the people of Canada, and directly 

to the members of this House. 1t It was no longer a debate between 

remedial legislators and anti-remedial legislators, for Laurier, 

Mills, Martin, and "the great bulk of the Liberal party are as 

much committed to remedial legislation as Sir Mackenzie Bowell 

or the Secretary of State." The question at issue now was 

simply one of "etiquette"; The government, "to use the language 

95 John T. Saywell, Editor, The Canadian Journal of Lady 
Aberdeen, 1893-1898, Toronto, 1960, p. 330. 

96 This and the £ollowing quotations are found in H.C.D., 
Mar. 19, 1896, Vol. II, cc. 4159-65. 
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of leader of the Opposition ••• did not adopt methods suffici

ently sunny.1I Why then, Davin asked, did Laurier move the 

six months' hoist IIwhich is a denial of the principle he says 

he agrees w'ith"? 

The crux of Davin's speech is contained in these few 

sentences: 

Sir, since I have weighed the arguments 
in this debate, I may tell you -- and I 
will take you frankly into my confidence 
-- that I have changed my opinion as to 
the course I ought to take. I changed 
my opinion, so as to be decisive as to the 
action and the course to which duty pointed, 
only after I heard the speech of my hone 
friend for Bothwell (Mr. Mills), and it 
is, I think, not a weak compliment to pay 
that hone gentleman. The speech that I 
heard from the member for Bothwell (Mr. 
Mills), clinched whatever influences were 
at work on my mind, and made it impossible 
for me to take the course I had determined 
to take, of resolute opposition at every 
turn to the policy of the Government in 
regard to this question. There is the 
strictly practical question: \fuat is the 
use of voting against one set of men pro
posing remedial legislation to let in 
another set to propose remedial legislation? 
And there is the question of principle, 
on which my judgment has been, I say 
frankly, greatly influenced by the speech 
of the member for Bothwell (Mr. Mills). 

Thus, while he realized that a violent attack on the remedial 

bill would probably strengthen him in his constituency, he real

ized also that having come to the conclusion he had, "there was 

but one course ·before an honourable man, tt and since there wa s 

"no ground for the anti-remedial legislator to stand on ••• a 

man holding with the general policy of the Government would be 

false to every instinct of patriotism if he did not express him

self at whatever cost, as I have expressed myself here." 



-176

Hills' speech, according to Davin, "was one of the closest, 

one of the best sustained arguments I have ever listened to in 

my life." The speech was, in fact, a penetrating and elaborate 

disquisition on the Canadian constitution as it related to the 

school issue in which Hills had acknowledged the legal and con

stitutional right to proceed with remedial legislation, but in 

which he also argued that in political terms the measure was 

prematurely before Parliament since the government had not 

established all the facts and had failed to negotiate earnestly 

97
and honestly with the Province of Manitoba. But Davin argued, 

the "lengthy, grandoise, ably sustained" argument "did not hang 

together" with the conclusion; it was "like a great Corinthian 

portico, pillar after pillar, crowned with ornate capitals, 

rising and stretching beautifully away in graceful perspective 

98 
and stately grandeur, and all ending in -- a rat hole." With 

respect to provincial rights, Davin continued, Mills had shown 

that there could be no interference whatsoever, for "as long 

as the province acts within its provincial powers, it stands 

unimpairable and impregnable, and can laugh at and defy all 

Dominion action." It is only when it goes beyond those powers, 

"when it becomes a trespasser," that Parliament can interfere. 

"Therefore, that cry of provincial rights is done away with." 

Then, having denied the necessity of an inquiry into facts that 

were acknowledged to be already "notorious," and having concurred 

97 See ibid., Mar. 18, 1896, cc. 3816-78. 

98 This and the following quotations are found in ibid., 
Mar. 19, 1896, cc. 4166-71. 
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in Sir Donald Smith's suggestion that unanimous agreement on 

secorid reading would render future negotiations "more effect

ive and successful," he concluded with these words: 

Sir, let me close as I began. No man 
can regard it now when we come to vote 
either on the first or second question, 
and e~pecially on the question for the 
six months' hoist -- no man can say now 
that he is voting as to whether he shall 
be in the battalion fighting against 
remedial legislation or fighting for it. 
The question now is between two bodies 
of men both in favour of remedial legis
lation, differing as to when and how; 
one going at it practically with a 
measure in their hands, whether they are 
approved by others or not, but who have 
taken measures already, and who are on 
the road to settle it; and others wanting 
an investigation into facts which, to 
use their own language, are notorious, 
and which, if notorious, they do not need 
an inquiry to investigate. Let us rise 
for once above the mere question of using 
the great subjects of legislation that 
come to us here as weapons of partisan 
warfare, and vote on this question as 
patriots, determined to do our best for 
Canada. 

The tension was released; the long period of indecision was 

over; Davin was committed. A few hours later he cast his vote 

against the amendment and for second reading of the remedial 

bill. 

While Davin had directed his course according to his assess

ment of what was logical and honourable, and in so doing had 

demonstrated that there was in Parliament, for him at least, 

something of that "plasticity" which would allow the possibility 

of minds being influenced and even changed by the process of 

parliamentary debate, he was also fully aware that there were 

some who would regard his action as a remarkable reversal of 
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what had been expected of him. Consequently, he wrote a long 

letter to Walter Scott in explanation of his vote. "You will 

doubtless have thought," he began, "that strong party feeling 

9 9 
overcame my own sentiments. That was not so.n He referred 

again to "Hills' remarkable speech," and to the view that all 

but a few authorities recognized that a duty had been thrown on 

Parliament. On the question of federal interference he said: 

"I am convinced that I was too confident to give the question 

the study I ought to have done, and Mills' speech convinced me 

that provincial rights can no more be assailed by this parlia

ment than federal rights by a provincial parliament." In 

summary he wrote: 

Once my convictions on this subject under
went a change, my duty, but certainly not 
my inclination pointed in one way, because 
I had everything to lose and nothing to 
gain by the course I determined to take. 
I could still have voted against the Bill; 
but its second reading asserted only the 
principal [sic] of Remedial redress •••• 
I could have-paired with Dr. Montague and 
so kept my name out of the Division; I 
could have abstained from voting; I put 
these courses aside as the suggestions of 
weakness. 

In advising Scott of what he ought to do he reminded him 

that "the Privy Council is part of our constitution," and the 

constitution should not be defied. "Your view," he continued, 

"which was mine also of non-interference is only tenable now as 

an abstract proposition. 1t In conclusion, he wrote: 

Without strong reasons I would not throw 

99 This and the following quotations are found in Davin to 
Scott, Mar. 21, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
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away so much. I who told Mackenzie Bowell 
that under no circumstances could I enter 
a cabinet pledged to Remedial Legislation •••• 
I have written at great length because I 
vehemently desire that you should go into 
this question thoroughly, and I have the 
certainty what the effect of that will be 
which is born of my own strong and over
whelming conviction. 

The reaction to Davin's vote, in some circles at least, 

was swift and vigorous. The Regina Standard, predictably, listed 

Davin with the "seven traitors from Manitoba and the Northwest 

Territories, who represent (or rather misrepresent) the 

country ••• ,"lOO and in the same edition the editor asked: 

••• how does the conduct of Nicholas Flood 
Davin, himself an Irishman and an alleged 
Protestant, contrast with the manliness 
and courage of him whose price was thirty 
pieces of silver, and who when he realized 
the magnitude of his offence, had the 
decency to hang himself?lOl 

The Saskatchewan Herald, on the other hand, while making no 

specific reference to Davin, said: 

100 Mar. 26, 1896, "Only One Friend. 1t

101 Har. 26, 1896.

102 Har. 20, 1896.

103 Mar. 26, 1896, "For or Against. It
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and at the end of a long and critical editorial on the subject 

indicated that because of Davin's vote it might not be possible 

for the Leader to support him in the coming election campaign. 

However, second reading of the bill did not conclude the 

debate, for the measure had still to be considered in Committee 

of the Whole, but since the life of the Seventh Parliament was 

due to expire in a few short weeks through the efflux of time, 

the opponents of remedial legislation were in a unique position 

to employ with effect all the obstructive devices available. 

Thus, for all practical purposes, debate in committee was 

futile, but Davin's comments during this stage of the proceed

ings, as well as his letters to Scott, shed further light on 

his state of mind with respect to the Manitoba School Question, 

remedial legislation, and the duties of a Member of Parliament. 

What is the good [Davin asked Scott] of 
the estimate of men about my character 
who with twelve years experience before 
them jump to a conclusion because in one 
of the most difficult points of conflict
ing opinions & duties, I take a course 
which no man with any authority would 
dare say was other than constitutional. 1 0 4 

In this same letter he indicated that he had not been subjected 

to coercion in any way; he had made up his own mind on the 

matter, and indeed, as late as the night previous to the vote, 

had in effect Uvoted for Laurier's amendment and against the 

l 0 5 second reading -- having paired at about 12 o'cl. p.m. n As 

for the bill itself, aside from the principle of remedial legis

104 Davin to Scott, April 7, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 

105 Ibid. 
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lation, Davin was of the opinion that "This bill is not worth 

106the paper it is written on unless Greenway cooperates." 

On another occasion he explained again: 

That though Remedial legislation is in the 
constitution yet it would be better not to 
make use of it. Will this position enable 
you on a mere question on a vote on prin
ciple to vote against those who make use 
of it? It would justify you in not pro
posing the policy were you in power; it 
would justify you in opposing the details 
of the bill; it would justify you in 
pressing its withdrawal; it would [not] 107 
justify in voting against second reading. 

Finally, on April 18, Davin wrote to Scott in a last attempt 

to secure a reconciliation, and on this occasion he said: 

I of course agree with you that I made a 
great personal sacrifice in the vote I gave; 
I was fully conscious of it at the time; 
but looking at the circumstances of the 
case from every point of view at the time 
I felt it my duty; I feel that it was my 
duty now; although it looks as if on that 
question I shall have to stand against 
the policy of the conservative party. But 
how would it have mended matters from the 
point of view of carrying out my opinions 
to have had Mr. Laurier going to the 
country with Remedial Legislation on his 
banner? I should be in the same position 
as I am, differing from both the parties 
on the subject. l 0 8 

106 Ibid. 

107 Davin to Scott, Apr. 11, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
The word "not" is omitted from the original, but the 
sense of the passage suggests the omission was unintentional. 

108 Davin to Scott, Apr. 18, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
The salutation of this letter was "Dear Hr. Scott", 
rather than the "Dear- Scott" which Davin had used pre
viously, and the letter ended with the hope that "perhaps 
in conversation we may be able to understand each other 
better." 
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A reconciliation in fact proved impossible of attainment, 

for Scott remained righteously indignant in the spirit of his 

"For or Against" editorial. Such righteous indignation, how

ever, is more than a little puzzling coming as it did from 

Walter Scott who, through his editorial connections with three 

newspapers gave the impression that he was attempting to ride 

three political horses at the same time, a feat which was bound 

to raise questions respecting not only the skill, but the 

principles of the rider. Scott may have felt that Davin's vote 

on the remedial bill was a heaven-sent opportunity to escape 

from the terms of an awkward contract, for in the end, in spite 

of Davin's attempt to secure a reconciliation, a further agree

ment was drawn up by which Scott was released from his earlier 

commitment to support Davin and the Conservative party and the 

Leader was leased to Davin's friends for the period of the 

election campaign. l 0 9 

In the House of Commons too Davin found it necessary to 

defend himself against Scott's editorial attack, and he ex

plained to the House that a journalist sitting down to write an 

article does not have time to weigh all the vari~us factors 

affecting the judgement of public men. nIt is easy to write an 

article after this fashion," he declared,"and I have done it 

myself,tt l l O but it was a different matter for a Hember of Parlia

ment to weigh the consequences of a vote of confidence in his 

109 Docking,~. cit., p. 27.

110 H.C.D., Apr. 7, 1896, Vol. II, c. 5496.
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own party when nhe agrees as regards nine-tenths of its policy 

and differs on one-tenthU particularly when if he votes against 

his party "he will assist in placing in power men who on that 

question hold the same opinions, or even more advanced opinions, 

out. ul l l then the men he turns Furthermore, he argued, "vot

ing for the principle does not pledge you either to a single 

clause or to the third reading. n l 1 2 As for the dual role of 

Parliament which this issue brought into sharp focus, Davin 

had this to say: 

When we come to deal with this matter here 
. in a practical way we find that this Chamber 
is not merely the great Consult of the 
nation but also the great battle ground 
between two parties, and you have to take 
into account the course that will be 
adopted and the use that will be made of 
the difference of opinion by unscrupulous 
partisans. 1 1 3 

Davin was obviously fully aware of his dilemma, but it was a 

dilemma which would have been no less serious if the elements 

had been reversed, if he had voted against his party, for on 

the one hand he was accused of the crime of disloyalty to his 

constituents, on the other he would have been branded as disloyal 

to his party. He could do nothing more than make his decision, 

cast his vote, and defend the principles upon which he had 

acted. This he had done, and he concluded by saying: 

••• I think the House is entitl~d from 
an hone gentleman to an explanation of 

III Ibid. 

112 Ibid., c. 5498. 

113 Ibid., c. 5501. 
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his position, if he is placed in t~e
position which would seem to the House 
to be either inconsistent or unworthy, 
and the country is also entitled to an 
explanation of his position. I have 
ventured to explain my position on the 
Bill. I have voted for the remedial 
principle on second reading of the Bill'114 
but with the Bill itself I do not agree. 

April 15, 1896, was the last occasion upon which the House 

considered the remedial bill, and before the committee rose 

the Hon. J.A. Ouimet, Minister of Public Works, suggested that 

the Conservative party would fight the forthcoming election 

under the banner of remedial legislation. Davin replied: nWell, 

Sir, it would be very inconvenient if that should be the banner 

under which the Conservative party is to fight, for I shall not 

be found fighting under that banner. nIlS Again he explained 

the influences which had caused him to vote as he did, influ

ences such as the speeches of Mills and Smith: 

but I was also influenced by this consider
ation, [he continued] that I had acted for 
twenty years with the gentlemen who compose 
the Conservative party; and, as I sat here 
••• and counted seventeen men on that side 
who voted against the second reading, and 
there were three men on this side ••• who 
were certain to vote the same way -- making 
twenty in all, or a difference of forty in 
the majority, I thought that the Government 
were beaten; and I turned round and said ••• 
that I had acted with those gentlemen for 
twenty years, and under these circumstances 
the man would be dastard who would not stand 
up and break the wave that came to sweep 
them away; and I rose and did it. I was 
greatly influenced by that. I do not say 

114 Ibid., c. 5503. 

lIS Ibid., Apr. 15, 1896, Vol. II, c. 6471. Several other 
Conservatives took a similar stand. 
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I was wholly influenced by that, for I 
was not. In all crises like this one 
is influenced by several motives. f 1 6 

Finally, he concluded by saying: 

But we have come to the end of this matter, 
and I certainly cannot allow this question 
to pass from Parliament without saying 
what my opinion is -- that it is not in 
the interest of the country or in the best 
interests of the Conservative party, it 
is not called for by any grievance commen
surate with the remedy applied, that we 
should produce a Bill of this sort which 
cannot be implemented, which mocks trans
lation into action; and if you translate 
it into action you can only do it by 
forging into the constitution a principle 
ruinous to the very ends you are immediately 
aiming at and inimical if not disastrous 
to Canada itself. 1 1 7 

Was Davin hedging? It is difficult to say, but even more 

difficult to demonstrate that this was a conscious attempt to 

have the best of both worlds, for he had long ago contended that 

the Manitoba government was the only authority competent to deal 

with the matter, and he stood by the principles of his second 

reading vote to the very end. On the contrary, this stand would 

appear to be consistent with the essential principles of parlia

mentary debate, and Davin was saying merely what other politic

ians have said before and since: I agree with the principle of 

the measure, but I oppose the method by which the principle is 

to be applied. 

Thus the Manitoba School Question was a decisive event in 

Davin's political career, for not only did it mark a turning 

116 Ibid., c. 6475. 

117 Ibid. 
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point in the fortunes of the party which he had supported for' 

two decades, and a turning point also in the relationships be

tween the two major racial and religious groups which the Grand 

Old Man of that party had welded into a cohesive political unit 

for so many years, but in addition, it brought into personal 

conflict those principles of party and Parliament which had 

been fundamental to Davin's concept of his role as a member of 

the House of Commons. Moreover, to a certain extent, it raised 

again the old non-partisan instincts of the people of the Terri

tories he represented, and in later years Davin might legiti

mately have contemplated the extent to which his subsequent 

political career might have been different had he voted against 

the remedial bill. Yet it remained for the futtire to write a 

footnote to these events and to Davin's crossing of his personal 

Rubicon, for while it was true that Laurier did effect a settle

ment of this vexed question of Manitoba schools without resort

ing to coercive measures, it is also true that he was altogether 

too sanguine in expecting that his "sunny ways" were in them

selves sufficient to implement a settlement even substantially 

satisfactory to both the Roman Catholic minority and the Manitoba 

government. lIS Time if not politics was to demonstrate that 

Davin's instincts to support the principle of remedial legis

lation rather than the principle of non-interference were 

justifiable, but whether these instincts arose from a sense of 

justice or of party loyalty must remain a matter of conscience. 

118 See Sissons, ~. cit., p. 194 ff. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE HONOURABLE MEMBER FOR DIXIE 

The 1896 election must be examined not in terms of the 

Manitoba School Question alone, but in terms of a whole series 

of events, unfortunate events from a Conservative point of view, 

dating back to 1891 and earlier. The succession of prime 

ministers from Macdonald to Abbott .to Thompson, Bowell, and 

finally to Tupper had done little or nothing to nourish confi

dence in the Conservative leadership; the scandals of the early 

nineties undoubtedly shook the confidence of the public in the 

Conservative party; the party itself was seriously split over 

issues of race and religion, and by 1896 it had been in office 

for eighteen years, two years short of th~t frequently fatal 

twenty-year life span of governments; the delayed tariff reform 

was regarded in the West particularly as too little and too late; 

depression and drought had taken their usual toll of government 

supporters. Moreover, under Laurier the Liberal party had be

come a resurgent political force, eager for office, and offering 

as an attractive panacea for the nation's ills a programme of 

low tariffs, provincial rights, and honest, economical govern

ment. 

Something of these unsettling conditions as they affected 

Assiniboia West is apparent in Davin's correspondence with 

Thompson beginning as early as 1891. In November of that year 

he wrote: "There is a rumour abroad here of a general election. 

If there be any truth in it Heaven help the Conservative party, 

for only a miracle can save it." The letter continued: 
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My strong desire is that Mr. Abbott's 
Government should be successful. There 
has not been time for the great impress
ion made by the scandals to wear away. 
True the bulk of Conservatives will vote 
Conservative; but it is not the bulk vote 
which wins -- it is the stragglers. You 
are sure of all the garment but the hem; 
it is the hem frays away. Go to the 
country now & it will be said it is fear 
respecting bye elections. Go to the 
country without reorganizing your Cabinet 
to which you were pledged and what will 
be thought of your good faith by the 
officers in your army to whom that pledge 
was given? Do you think the people wd 
stand it?l 

He advised Thompson to strengthen the cabinet, do good work for 

a session or two, and then go to the country; "Faith pure & 

simple is everything in religion; in mundane affairs we can 

2
have facts as well. n The following month he confessed: 

I have a queer sort of "gaingivingU as 
Hamlet says about my political heart in 
regard to your Government. I pray God 
it may not be so but I think the country 
is shrinking away from you. The people 
are beginning to talk pretty plainly up 
here. But of course Mr. Abbott may set 
all this right. 3 

As for the religious intrigues within the party, Davin indi

cated to Thompson in 1893 that Clarke Wallace and Sam Hughes had 

arranged for all the Orange lodges from coast to coast to condemn 

Davin by resolution,4 and he charged that in Assiniboia West the 

Orangemen had launched a whispering campaign against him: 

1 Davin to Thompson, Nov. 23, 1891, Photostat in A.S. 
(Original in Thompson Papers, P.A.C.) 

3 Davin to Thompson, Dec. 15, 1891, Photostat in A.S. 

4 Davin to Thompson, May 16, 1893, Photostat in A.S. 
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Now there is no doubt that Wallace and 
Sam Hughes have been pulling [1J D.J. 
Robertson & S. Gray -- respectively 
Secretary & W.M. of the Orange Lodge 
here this year. Gray goes from bar 
room to bar room & stands on the street
corners whispering in the ears of every 
Orange supporter of mine that he can get 
hold of, that I am "A damned papist in' 
disguise"'with the comment that he would 
prefer "a papist straight & above board 
to a damned traitor. u 5 

He went on to point out that the Grits of Assiniboia West were 

full of confidence, and it was expected that in the next election 

they would run J.H. Ross, Davints opponent in the 1887 election. 

Davin confessed that in that campaign when he had had "the 

whole power of the Government," including Dewdney and Herchmer 

in his support, Ross had given him a closer race than had Tweed 

in 1891 when these and other powers were supporting Tweed, and 

he went on to suggest, therefore, that there was a very real 

possibility that "Wallace may imperil the Constituency by in

6 
fluencing the Orangemen against me. 1t 

Party unity was thus of the utmost importance, and in 

November of 1893 Davin emphasized this in a long letter to 

Thompson: 

Now [the Grits] are full of confidence 
that their party will sweep the whole 
Dominion. There can be no doubt a great 
reaction has taken place allover the 
West mainly I think owing to the low 
price of wheat & the delay contemporaneous 
with this in giving tariff reform. We 
shall therefore have a big fight next 
time; nor is it clear to me that we shall 

5 Davin to Thompson, July 1, 1893, Photostat in A.S. 

6 Ibid. 
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win unless the Conservative Party be 
united. 7 

He recalled the atlvantages enjoyed by the Conservatives in his 

constituency in 1887: Ross was just beginning his political 

career; the Tories were united; the government supported the 

government candidate; Conservative policy for the North-West 

contrasted favourably with the Liberal record; the territorial 

election came some weeks after returns were in from other parts 

of the Dominion. These conditions did not pertain in 1893. On 

the contrary, he went on: 

Recently little settlements from 
Bruce & Wellington have come in -- all 
Reform. The election will be run at 
the same time as those throughout the 
rest of the Dominion. Ross will certainly 
make a better run in 94 or 9S than in 
1887 & if the Conservative Party remain 
divided will as certainly win. 

Party unity was the key in Assiniboia West as well as through

out the Dominion, but the 1891 contest had "played entirely 

into Grit hands by dividing the party & the division has never 

been bridged over." 

The chief thing [he conc1uded] is union 
-- & with the Party united I can certainly 
carry the Constituency -- but whether 
with so large a majority as in the two 
previous contests I will not presume to 
say. 

I need hardly tell you I should not 
trouble you at this length if I did not 
know the crisis to be serious. 

In all these communications the theme is the same, and even 

when Davin could report, as he did in January of 1894, that he 

7 This and the following quotations are found in Davin to 
Thompson, Nov. 30, 1893, Photostat in A.S. 
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was "stronger apparently than ever" in both west and east, he 

added: "Nevertheless, I believe we are going to have a desperate 

fight. u 8 Still, while he may have been stronger than ever 

personally, he could detect Ua feeling wide-spread and strong 

9against the Government." The following month he advised: 

" ••• a good harvest & prosperous times -- that is the great 

10
thing -- Without that no Government should tempt its fate." 

In August he was still confident that his constituency had never 

been in better shape, but he was still cautious too: "How it 

may be a year from now I know not."ll 

At the same time Davin appeared concerned that Thompson 

and his associates were being somewhat naive in relinquishing 

to the Legislative Assembly such traditional instruments of 

patronage as the appointment of court house caretakers and the 

distribution of seed grain. To him this meant simply that the 

patronage would be distributed by his opponent, Jim Ross, who 

was at this date Speaker of the Legislative Assembly, and thus 

"The Party loses, but the country gains nothing. n1 2 He com

plained about this to Thompson saying, "'It is magnificent, but 

it is not war'; it may be high statesmanship but I am quite sure 

8 Davin to Thompson, Jan. 24, 1894, Thompson Papers, 
No. 24736, P.A.C. 

9 Davin to Thompson, Jan. 29, 1894, Photostat in A.S. 

10 Davin to Thompson, Feb. 8, 1894, Thompson Papers, 
No. 24908, P.A.C. 

11 Davin to Thompson, Aug. 30, 1894, Photostat in A.S. 

12 Davin to Thompson, Jan. 29, 1894, Photostat in A.S. 
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o 0 10 0 u131t 1S not astute po 1t1CS. He saw no reason why a Tory 

government should encourage the resurgence of their opposition, 

a resurgence which they should do their utmost to combat, and 

to this end he urged Thompson or some other Minister to come 

out to the West to counteract the influence of Laurier: uThe 

coming of Laurier acted on the Grits like a shower of rain on 

slugs and snails [he wrote]; they have come out of their holes; 

and a certain Grit movement is going forward. n1 4 He showed 

greater optimism in October, however, when he wrote: 

I have this Constituency now that I can 
carry it flying & if I should die or 
ret~re anyone of my friends can carry 
it as a supporter of yours. Until a 
few months ago I had trouble enough with 
the Dewdney intrigues. If the elections 
came off now I should be elected by 
acclamation & could then go & help who
ever is our candidate in Western [sic] 
Assiniboia or in the Saskatchewan. It 
is important 
support from 

you 
the 

should get 
West. l S 

a full 

This optimism appears to have been justified, for five 

months later, on March 12, 1895, Davin was nominated by the 

Conservatives of Assiniboia West at a convention held in Moose 

Jaw at which, in contrast to previous conventions, the utmost 

harmony appeared to prevail. No candidate was named to run 

against him, and even Mr. Tweed, who had been unable to attend, 

. h O 16sent a message express1ng1s support. Candidates from the 

13 Ibid. 

14 Davin to Thompson, Sept. 1, 1894, Photostat inA.S. 

IS Davin to Thompson, Oct. 4, 1894, Photostat in A.S. 

16 See Regina Leader, Mar. 21, 1895, nConvention at Moose Jaw. u 
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other parties were also in the field in 1895: J.K. McInnis, 

editor of the Regina Standard, came out for the Patrons; and 

Mr. A. Hitchcock, a Moose Jaw banker, represented the Liberals 

for a short time, but he was later replaced by Mr. J.A. Grant 

of Fort Walsh. The Liberals eventually withdrew their candidate 

to leave the field to Davin and McInnis,17 but at the same time 

there were also rumours, which did not materialize, that a third 

candidate independent of the Liberals, Conservatives, or Patrons 

would be brought out, and the names of F.W.G. Haultain, G.W. 

. h . d· h i t· 18Brown, and J W S were me n t Lon e a.n t a s connec lone Con•..•. mt t 

servative suspicions of collusion between McInnis and the 

Liberals are reflected in the following lines which appeared in 

the Leader of May 28, and which chronicle McInnis' progress from 

Conservative editor to Patron candidate to Grit suitor: 

I 

I am HcInnis. 
I am the Thunderer. 
I am also the Prince of the Floppers. 
Conservative, -- that is while Dewdneyts 
ads "Homestead Regulations" ran in my paper. 
(Twelve cents a line first clatter, eight 
cents each subsequent). 

II 

Then when the Patrons formed -- deftly I did it. 
Attended their lodges and spoke at their picnics. 
Used every means to secure nomination. 

17 See ibid., May 21, 1896, liThe Political Situation." 

18 See Saskatchewan Herald, Apr. 24, 1896. Haultain was 
the M.L.A. for Macleod; Brown was the M.L.A. for North 
Regina; Smith was a Regina hardware merrihant and had been 
mayor in 1889. 
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III 

Then with three candidates -- three-cornered shindy 
Carefully, gingerly, softly I worked it. 
Promised the Lib'rals I'd come out flat-footed. 
If they would pull their man out of the contest. 
Rightly they call me the Prince of the Floppers. 
I am the Thunderer 
I am HcInnis. 1 9 

The campaign in Assiniboia West as it developed through late 

April, Hay and early June or 1896 was a bitter personal fight 

between Davin and Hclnnis; the Qu'Appelle Vidette reported that 

the two candidates were "fighting tooth and nail in Western 

Assiniboia, where more personal ill-feeling is being displayed 

than is generally shown. u 20 Davin went to the people on 

the record of the Conservative government and his own record 

in obtaining increased powers for the territorial assembly, 

second homestead~,and a reduction of duty on farm implements. 

Horeover, he promised to continue to press for irrigation, re

duced freight rates, alienation of government interests in town-

sites, cold storage facilities, and compensation for scouts and 

Hounted Police who served in the Rebellion. 21 Naturally, Davin's 

record appeared as something less than admirable when described 

19 Regina Leader, Hay 28, 1896. No indication of authorship 
is given, but since in rhyme and meter this represents 
something more than a crude campaign jingo, it is reason
able to assume that it was written by Davin himself. 

20 Hay 28, 1896. 

21 See for example Regina Leader, Hay 7, 1896, "On the Stump~~
and ibid., Hay 14, 1896, uHr. Davin's Han Lfe s t o s" Scott 
and Davin having been unable to reconcile their differences, 
an agreement was reached whereby the Leader passed back 
temporarily into the hands of Davin's supporters as of this 
date. See ibid., ttRepudiation. u 
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by McInnis who on one occasion was reported as having "enter

tained the audience, pointing out from Hansard what he claimed 

to be great inconsistencies in the public conduct of the late 

member, and claimed that the versatile talents of Mr. Davin 

could be better utilized on the lecturer's platform, where con

sistency was not an absolute essential."22 

Generally speaking, however, throughout the Territories 

it was still the pros and cons of the National Policy which the 

rival candidates debated. In Alberta, for example, the bulk 

of Frank Oliver's election address was taken up with matters 

concerning land policy, railways, and the tariff,23 while in 

Assiniboia East the editor of the Qu'Appelle Progress maintained 

that it was the National Policy that was at stak~ in the election, 

and he suggested even that: 

Mr. Clark [sic] Wallace and those who
agree with him in his views on the 
Manitoba school question, will not permit 
that minor matter to interfere with their 
hearty support of a government which is 
making such a brave and successful fight 
for a policy which has built up a nation 
and saved our people from feeling that 
depth of commercial depression which has 
passed over other lands. 24 

Also debated from the platforms and in the columns of the 

newspaper press throughout the Territories were the pros and 

cons of the Manitoba School Question and its solution in terms 

of the remedial legislation proposed by the Conservative govern

22 gu'Appelle Progress, May 21, 1896, "Political Pot Purri." 

23 See Edmonton Bulletin, June 1, 1896, "Election Address." 

24 June 18, 1896, "The Dominion Campaign." 
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ment. The views of Laurier, a candidate in Saskatchewan, were 

of course well-known. In Alberta, Frank Oliver, running as 

an Independent Liberal, declared himself opposed to the coercion 

of Manitoba2S while his Conservative opponent, T.B.H. Cochrane, 

publicly subscribed to the views of Hugh John Macdonald who at 

an Edmonton meeting took his audience step by step through the 

Manitoba controversy indicating the constitutional justification 

for remedial legislation and concluding by assuring them Uthat 

no matter which side is victorious [the Manitoba School Question] 

will be settled between the Dominion and the provincial govern

ments, and nothing like remedial legislation will ever be passed 

by the Dominion of Canada. u2 6 In Assiniboia East, James Hoffat 

Douglas, an Independent Liberal running with Patron support, 

declared that he was "prepared to oppose any bill to introduce 

u 2 7 separate schools from whatever source it may emanate. W.W. 

McDonald, the Conservative candidate in Assiniboia East, de

fended his vote for the remedial bill by arguing that he did not 

want to infringe upon the religious principles of the minority, 

that he was prepared to uphold the constitution which provided 

a means for the redress of grievances, and that he was prepared 

to stand by the government against the Liberal opposition whose 

criticism of the remedial bill had been that it simply did not 

go far enough. 28 In Assiniboia West, McInnis, of course, was 

2S See Edmonton Bulletin, June 1, 1896, uElection Address." 

26 Ibid., June 11, 1896, "The Campaign. It 

27 Qu'Appelle Vidette, May 21, 1896, "To the Electors of 
East Assiniboia. tI 

28 Ibid., Apr. 30, 1896, "To the Electors of East Assiniboia. tI 
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an outspoken opponent of the coercion of Manitoba, and there

fore Davin, like McDonald in Assiniboia East, found it necessary 

not only to pledge himself for the future on this question, but 

29 
to explain and justify his performance in the past. 

Once Davin had returned to his constituency from Ottawa 

he had found himself under consistent attack from the Liberal 

and Patron press for his vote on the remedial bill. "Mr. Davin's 

devious course on the remedial bill has considerably lessened 

his chances ••• , .. 30 commented the Vidette; and later: "Mr. 

Davin will again stand but it is apparent that he will be a 

,,31long way from polling the full Conservative vote •••• Simi

larly, the Edmonton Bulletin commented: 

Mr. Davin's course in opposing the remedial 
bill, then voting for it and then pretend
ing to oppose it, presents him in a most 
ridiculous light before his constituents. 
They are accustomed to his political 
vagaries, but it is doubS~ul if they can 
tolerate him any longer. 

Yet Davin was not without some support from the North-West press. 

For example, the Qu'Appelle Progress came to his defense with 

this item: 

The Grit and Patron press are very severe 
on Mr. Davin for his action on the Remedial 
bill by voting for the second reading. His 

29 Aside from Laurier, Davin and McDonald were the only 
territorial candidates who had previously held seats 
the House of Commons. 

two 
in 

30 Qu'Appelle Vidette, Apr. 23, 1896, "Territorial Echoes." 

31 Ibid., Apr. 30, 1896. 

32 Hay 
May 

7, 
7, 

1896, 
1896, 

UIn the 
"Fools, 

West. n 

All of 
See 

us. n 
also Regina Leader, 
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doing so did not ensure the bill passing 
the third reading, in fact, it has since 
been dropped, but Mr. Davin was not going 
to assist Mr. Laurier into power knowing 
that should such a calamity happen, the 
school question would be in a greater 
muddle than ever. 3 3 

The editor may have been intending to defend Davin, but the item 

reads more as though he were attempting to conciliate the anti-

remedial Conservatives. 

Davin was thus in a very difficult position, for the Patron 

platform undoubtedly attracted some of his former supporters, 

and the remedial bill alone, to say nothing of his vote on 

second reading, had just as surely alienated others. Moreover, 

he must have been aware of the influence of the Orange lodges, 

amongst which his religious views were already suspect, whose 

stand on the issue of the Manitoba School Question is clear ·from 

the following resolution passed in May, 1896, at the semi-annual 

meeting of the Eastern Assiniboia County Orange Lodge: 

That we regret to see both the greater 
parties of Canada pledged to remedial 
legislation, thereby enforcing upon 
Manitoba, against the w~shes of the 
majority, separate schools. We recommend, 
therefore, that all members of Loyal 
Orange Lodges should vote only for such 
candidate at the ensuing general election 
for the Dominion parliament who will 
pledge himself against remedial legis
lation in any form. 34 

Nor could Davin rely on any substantial Roman Catholic support, 

for the Roman Catholics of Assiniboia West represented approx

33 Apr. 23, 1896, "The Coming Political Battle." 

34 QutAppelle Vidette, June 11, 1896. 
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imately a mere seventeen per cent of the population. 35 

In his election address Davin warned his constituents 

that the Manitoba School Question was being used as "a red 

herring affair and is being employed to divert your attention 

from great and lasting issues~"36 but red herring or no the 

charges against Davin were of sufficient importance to merit 

both an explanation of his past conduct on the matter and a 

pledge for the future. He therefore explained that he had had 

no mandate with respect to the remedial bill but to support the 

35 The figure is interpolated from those given in Census of 
Canada~ 1890-91~ Ottawa~ 1893, Tables II and IV~ and 
Fourth Census of Canada, 1901~ Ottawa, 1902, Tables I and X. 

Popn. R.C. Popn. Percent of R,C.'s 

Alberta 

1891 25~277 5,899 23.3 
1901 65~876 12,957 19.7 

Assiniboia East 

1891 20,482 2,195 10.7 
1901 49,693 7 ~ 521 15.1 

Assiniboia West 

1891 
1901 

9,890 
17~692

1~567

3~142

15.8 
17.8 

Saskatche\van 

1891 
1901 

11,150 
25,679 

3,347 
6,453 

30.0 
25.1 

North-West Territories 

1891 66~799 13~008 19.5 
1901 158~940 30,073 18.9 

36 Regina Leader~ May 14, 1896, "Address to the Electors of 
Western Assiniboia." 
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Conservative government, and this he had done. Now, however, 

knowing the feeling of his constituency on the matter, he 

pledged himself Uto oppose at every stage any bill interfering 

with provincial rights in Manitoba, and should any person be 

in a position to bring forth a stronger measure than that of 

0 0 0I i Ll, f f h 0 ,,371ast seSSlon Wl 0 course A ortlorl oppose 1m. In 

conclusion, he declared himself to be a supporter of Tupper, 

ltwith whom, however, I differ on the school question.,,38 Hore

over, from several platforms throughout the riding, Davin ex

plained his second reading vote in terms similar to those he 

had used in the House and in his letters to S~ott, but one can 

detect in these explanations greater attention to the issue of 

o 39 
party loyalty than he had previously admltted. For example, 

at Maple Creek, after a long and detailed account of the parlia

mentary technicalities of his vote, and after citing precedents 

from British parliamentarians, he had this to say of his speech 

on second reading: 

The way I concluded that speech showed 
that when making it I had not then fully 
resolved to vote with the Government, 
and I repeat I should not have voted with 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. In taking this stand Davin was doing what almost 
half the Conservative candidates in Ontario were doing, 
namely, running on the Conservative ticket with a caveat 
against remedial legislation, the issue upon which the 
party was appealing to Quebec for support. See Lowell 
C. Clarke, "The Conservative Party in the 1890's," The 
Canadian Historical Association Annual Report, 1961, p. 72. 

39 See for example Regina Leader, May 7, 1896, nOn the Stump" 
and ibid., Hay 21, 1896, tiThe Town Meeting. tt 
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the Government had not its fate depended 
on my vote. 40 

Davin thus appears to have reversed the position he had 

taken i~ the House when he voted for the principle of remedial 

legislation. If the principle was defensible in April, why 

was it not defensible in May? If Mills' arguments had convinced 

Davin that remedial legislation did not interfere with provincial 

rights, why was it necessary to differ with Tupper on the school 

question? Or, to state the problem in the reverse, if the 

federal Parliament could not produce an effective measure to 

remedy the acknowledged educational grievances of a religious 

minority, why was it necessary to vo~e for a constitutional 

principle which defied implementation? The answers to these 

questions seem to lie somewhere between Parliament and party, 

for the remedial bill had become a paramount political issue, 

and Davin was fighting on that issue for his political life in 

a campaign in which a multitude of other factors left him no 

room to manoeuvre or compromise. In a confrontation with con

stituents in which the elements of the debate have been reduced 

to a brute simplicity, the politician on the defensive has no 

alternative but to temporize, and on the whole question of the 

Manitoba schools and his vote on the remedial bill, Davin and 

his party were on the defensive in this campaign. 

Moreover, on this issue Davin and his colleagues were 

caught in the uncertainties of an upheaval in the power structure 

of the Conservative party, for the traditional racial and 

40 Ibid., May 21, 1896, "Mr. Davin." 
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religious alliance which had maintained the Tories in power 

for so many years had been weakened by the disputes over the 

Jesuits' Estates and similar matters and was rapidly disinte

grating. Davin himself had been one of those Conservatives 

who had attempted to maintain the balance implicit in the Con

servatism of Macdonald and Cartier, but in this last encounter 

with the forces of schism it would appear in retrospect at 

least that in the intriguing reciprocity of cause and effect, 

sauve qui peut was the only viable alternative for the Conser

vative party. 

In addition, the situation was further complicated by 

conditions peculiar to the North-West Territories where there 

had existed from the beginning an inherent suspicion of partyism 

underlying a political superstructure essentially dependent upon 

the party system. Consequently, the electorate, confounded by 

the crisis, was highly susceptible to the "non-partisan" appeal 

of the Patrons of Industry, an appeal which Davin felt could be 

countered only by a marriage, not of convenience, but of political 

necessity, between the National Policy of the Conservative party 

and the anti-remedial instincts of his constituents. Finally, 

in Assiniboia West, Davin himself had never commanded the united 

support of the Tory party, and in the 1896 situation in which 

party loyalty was in a state of flux, where personal loyalty had 

never been reliable, the only variable was the platform, and 

the platform therefore had to be altered to suit the mood of 

the electorate. 

Under these circumstances then it becomes even more clear 

that Davin's simplest course would have been to bolt the party 
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on the second reading vote. Had he done so he might well 

have swept the constituency in 1896. On the other hand, he 

might have had some expectation of being able to carry his 

constituents with him on this issue, but in the event this was 

clearly an over-estimate of his political ability. Having 

made and failed his attempt to educate his masters, Davin bowed 

to the will of the sovereign electorate. 

Polling day was June 23, 1896,41 and by that evening it 

appeared that Davin had gone down to defeat. McInnis was born~

triumphantly on the shoulders of his supporters through the 

streets of Regina while the band played "Hail, the Conquering 

Hero Comes,"42 but the celebration was premature. By June 25, 

Davin had a two-vote majority,43 which was regarded by the Leader 

as a "practical defeat" for which ~Mr. Davin has no one but him

44
self to blame. 1t The summing-up of ballots was held on June 

30, and as a result of certain errors detected by the returning 

45 
officer, Davin's majority grew to five. In the face of such 

a small margin, McInnis naturally applied for a recount, the 

results of which were announced in the Leader on July 16: the 

Hon. Mr. Justice Richardson who had conducted the recount de

clared the vote tied. It therefore became the duty of the 

41 This was the first time that the secret ballot was used 
in a federal election in the North-West Territories. 

42 Stubbs, .Q1l • .£.i.:t.., pp. 10-II. 

43 Regina Leader, June 25, 1896, uA Hard Finish. u 

44 Ibid., "In \iest Assiniboia." As of this date Scott had 
resumed control of the Leader. 

45 Ibid., July 2, 1896, "Davin Has Five." 
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returning officer, Mr. Dixie Watson, to cast the tie-breaking 

vote, and in doing so he contended that tiThe people have not 

46 
pronounced themselves against their former decisions,n and 

therefore he gave his casting vote to Davin to elect him by a 

majority of one. 

This one vote was naturally the occasion for much jesting 

at Davin's expense; having been elected by Dixie Watson's cast

ing vote, Davin was referred to from time to time as "the 

honourable member for Dixie,tt but his own wit was more than 

equal to the occasion: "That one vote of mine,n he is reported 

as saying, "seems to give great amusement, but I can say of my 

vote what the gallant Mercutio said of the wound he received 

from Tybalt, 'No, 'tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a 

47
church-door, but 'tis enough, 'twill serve.,n Again, when 

twitted in the House about his slim majority, he replied in a 

more serious vein: 

••• as to the majority of one, we have 
heard that joke before.... This joke 
about majorities, as marking the effic
iency of a member of Parliament, shows 
the grossest possible ignorance of 
parliamentary representation. The idea, 
evidently, in the minds of some hon. 
gentlemen is that the efficiency of the 
representative is in exact ratio to the 
size of his majority. If that were so, 
in what poor condition, considered in 
his representative capacity, would my 
hon. friend from Alberta (Mr. Oliver) 
be at present. My hon. friend boasts 
of his big majority, but his predecessor 
had a majority ••• certainly twice as 

46 Ibid., July 16, 1896, nRe-count Showed a Tie." 

47 Stubbs,~. cit., pp. 11-12. 
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large, and it would be absurd to say 
that Mr. Davis ••• was a double-barrelled 
representative, as compared with the 
present representative of Alberta. Go 
to the history of England, go to such 
men as Lord Palmerston and Sir Robert 
Peel, and what do we find? We find that 
such men, the most representative men 
that England ever produced, choosing some 
little pocket borough, with about 120 
electors, to send them to Parliament. 
The fact is that remarks of that kind 
are certainly not rooted in parliamentary 
knowledge or parliamentary decorum. 4 8 

However, his election troubles were not over, for McInnis 

entered a petition against the election alleging certain irregu

larities, and the petition hung over Davin's head for some 

months until through an agreement between Laurier and Tupper 

a number of outstanding protests on both sides were sawed off. 

Clifford Sifton undertook to request Walter Scott to arrange to 

have the protest dropped in Assiniboia West. The independent 

young editor might very well have been flattered to learn that 

the Minister of the Interior had been impelled to approach him 

on this matter not only because of the personal impression he 

had made, but "also upon a perusal of the columns of your paper 

which makes it evident that you are one of the men, unfortunately 

too few ~n our Western Country, who is able to rise above petty 

local feelings or personal feelings however strong, and look to 

the interest of the party and the interest of the Country as a 

whole.,,49 Through the influence of Scott and the judicious ex

48 H.C.D. Sept. 24, 1896(2), cc. 1941-42. 

49 Sifton to Scott, Aug. 1, 1897, Sifton Papers, Letter 
Book Vol. 221, p. 915, P.A.C. 
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penditure of a few hundred dollars the petition was dropped 

and Scott could report tersely and dramatically: nIt is 

finished. God save us from our friends. u50 

In such a manner then did Nicholas Flood Davin become 

for the third time the Member of Parliament for Assiniboia West, 

but under circumstances which led to the claim that: 

The independent intelligence of Western 
Assiniboia pronounced very strongly against 
him. When the official vote, the police 
vote, the rascally election law, the on
slaught made by priests upon Catholic 
Germans and Half-breeds, and the active 
aid of more than one deputy returning 
officer, Mr. Davin was able to poll only 
a bare half of the total vote, he must 
admit that he met a practical defeat, and 
the very pronounced condemnation of the 
unbiassed vote of the district. 51 

But given the circumstances, was this a "pronounced condemnat

ion" and a "practical defeat"? Davin was the only Conservative 

returned from a territorial constituency. The party itself saw 

its majority swept away and its representation reduced to eighty-

nine seats. The electoral history of the riding indicates a 

persistent anti-Davin element. Davin's conduct on the school 

issue undoubtedly cost more votes than it gained for him. The 

sale of his newspaper and the subsequent loss of Scott's support 

left him without means of contacting his constituents during the 

critical few weeks when Davin was still in Ottawa and the three 

leading journals in Assiniboia West were controlled by his 

so Scott to Sifton, Aug. 
No. 21390, P.A.C. 

14, 1897, Sifton Papers 1897, 

51 Regina Leader, July 23, 1896, nMr. 
Position in Western Assiniboia. u 

Davin and his Present 
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opponents. Moreover, McInnis had been campaigning steadily 

for almost a year for~ the greater part of which Davin was out 

of the riding. These factors in addition to the trend away 

from the Conservative party evident in the Territories since 

1891 suggest that far from being a "practical defeat," his one-

vote majority was in fact a substantial personal victory. 

A modern authority on Parliament has written that opposition 

parties would do well to follow the advice of Shakespearefs 

Sir Toby Belch: IIS0 soon as ever thou seesthim draw; and, as 

thou drawest, swear horrible."S2 An examination of Hansard for 

the Eighth Parliament, in which Davin sat in opposition, shows 

that he too would have subscribed to this advice, for he was ever 

ready to cross swords with the occupants of the treasury benches 

or their supporters, and, moreover, since the election had re

duced Conservative ranks to eighty-nine members to oppose one 

hundred and seventeen Liberals and seven others,S3 Davin had 

ample opportunity for parliamentary combat. His interests, as 

one might expect, ranged widely over the field of Canadian 

affairs, but he and his colleagues subjected to the closest 

scrutiny those actions of the Liberal government which affected 

in any way the elements of that touchstone of the Conservative 

party, the National Policy. 

On railway matters, for example, Davin continued to advo

cate those reforms dear to the heart of the western settler, and 

S2 Sir Ivor Jennings, Cabinet Government, 3rd Edition, 
Cambridge, 1961, p. 499. 

S3 \vard, The Canadia.n House of Commons: Representation, p. 291. 
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with respect to freight rates, he suggested that "We can apply 

the principle of the penny post to transportation, and annihilate 

the disability which at present exists in the case of our 

farmers who grow grain in the centre of this continent. n5 4 Again, 

Davin spoke in support of a motion moved by Frank Oliver urging 

the immediate conveyance of railway lands in order to ease the 

settler's burden of taxation!5 Sir Charles Tupper, on the other 

hand, argued that this would defeat the principle of having 

railways financed from the proceeds of the lands which they 

opened. In view of the fact that Davin had been frequently 

criticized for talking but never voting to embarrass the govern

ment which he supported, it is of some significance to note that 

on this occasion, Oliver, an Independent Liberal, chose to with

draw his motion after having received assurance that the govern

ment would consider the matter. Davin must have had his tongue 

in his cheek when he suggested that it might I1 s t r e n g t h e n the 

. ,,56 H k df G tl1S motlon. e attach andsoth e overnment to pass 1 . e 

the government on other occasions for their lack of interest 

in the Hudson's Bay railway,57 and in an interesting extension 

of the principles of the National Policy, he was also critical 

of the government's proposal for a Yukon railway on the grounds 

that it did not provide an all-Canadian route. He favoured a 

54 H.C.D., Apr. 4, 1900, Vol. I, c. 3254. 

55 Ibid., June 7, 1897, Vol. II, c. 3513 ff. 

56 Ibid., c. 3523. 

57 See 
and 

for example 
ibid., Apr. 

ibid., Mar. 29, 1897, 
18, 1900, Vol. II, c. 

Vol. I, 
3848. 

c. 118, 
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Prince Albert-Edmonton-Peace River route in order to tldevelop 

the magnificent country along the Peace River," and also to 

retain tithe trade of the country to our own people and within 

our own borders.tl5~

While as an opposition member Davin's criticisms of rail

way policy were directed chiefly at the Liberals, it is never

theless clear that he had an inherent suspicion of any govern

ment, whether Liberal or Conservative, with respect to railway 

matters. As an instance of this, when he spoke in support of 

a private member's bill to require railway companies to under

take certain safety measures, a bill similar to one which he 

himself had introduced at an earlier session, he pointed out 

that a private member had no hope of getting such a measure 

through the House unles~ the government were prepared to give 

it their whole-hearted support. This Laurier refused to do 

arguing that while it was a great humanitarian measure, there 

were "several objections tl which could not "lightly be set 

aside,u and, moreover, he was not sure "whether the time has 

arrived when such legislation should be placed on the statute 

n59b 00k • Laurier's objections to making this a government 

measure might have ,been quite valid, but Davin would have argued 

that the interests of the railway companies bore heavily on the 

decision. 

However, in terms of his own concept of Canadian railway 

58 Ibid., Mar. 4, 1898, Vol. I, c. 1225. 

59 Ibid., Sept. 9, 1896(2), c. 921. 
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policy, Davin's most significant contribution to debate on 

this general matter was, as it had been in the past, the 

advocacy of state control. In 1897 he said: 

I am inclined to think -- and we may as 
well face the question -- that in the 
not distant future we shall have to have 
Government railways, if we want to retain 
our freedom in this country.60 

The following year, in commenting on the transportation question, 

Davin referred to the desire of Canadians for freedom from the 

oppression of tldukes, and earls, and landlords," but he pointed 

out that Canadian business and particularly railway corporations 

were fast creating a financial aristocracy to which even Parlia

ment appeared at times to make obeisance. Consequently, it 

became almost impossible for governments to do what they knew 

to be right in the face of pressure from the railway corporations, 

and he continued: 

Now, Sir, although I am sorry to have to 
say that this Government has not lived 
up to its professions in the past, has 
not availed itself of its opportunities, 
there are yet at least three years of 
"locus penitentiae" left to it; and I 
would like to see the Prime Minister and 
his colleagues go into retreat and examine 
their consciences as to their political 
sins for the last twenty months, and try 
and redress the dreadful backslidings that 
I have witnessed with so much pain. That 
is what I want them to do in regard to 
this railway matter. All you have to do 
is to fall back on your professions, live 
up to the professions of the Liberal 
party, live up to the professions of 
Alexander Mackenzie and George Brown, and 
then you will be, I won't say ideal states
men, but you will go as high as will 

60 Ibid., Mar.29, 1897, Vol. I, c. 118. 
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satisfy my humble confidence either 
in your desire or in your capacity to 
go.61 

He went on to claim that the government had the power through 

Parliament to exercise control over the railways if they would 

only use it, and in Davin's view tiThe people of Canada who bonus 

a line, should have a permanent interest in that line ••• and a 

claim upon the earnings of the road."62 

Later he admitted that the question of the control of rail

ways was fraught with difficulties, Ubut difficulties are the 

6 3 
opportunities of great men,u and while state control of the 

main continental line would eventually prove to be the only 

solution, he acknowledged that it was a "long way to look forward 

,,64
to h In the meantime, he suggested, a solution nottat •••• 

without its weaknesses would be for Parliament to include a 

schedule of maximum freight rates in subsequent charters granted 

to railway corporations. The free-enterprise solution of com

petition was quite inadequate in Davin's view, for, as he said 

later, "competition in railways is a delusion ••• you cannot, in 

the nature of things, have competition in railways, because the 

cardinal principle behind competition is, that the thing that 

supplies the competition can be multiplied almost infinitely in 

n 6S proportion to the demand. 

61 Ibid. , Mar. 11, 1898, Vol. I, c. 1762. 

62 Ibid., c. 1763. 

63 Ibid., c. 1822. 

64 Ibid. , c. 1823. 

6S Ibid. , Apr. 4, 1898, Vol. I, c. 3041. 
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In 1899 and again in 1900 Davin supported motions urging 

the creation of a board of railway commissioners to control 

Canad lan" ral"Iways, 66 but concurrent1 y h e was prepared to support 

the national system when it was endangered by competition from 

American lines, and in debating a railway subsidies bill he 

said: 

We ought to pause before we give the 
maximum bonus to a line that will be 
part of the United States system. My 
desire is to fight the national system 
and to get the best advantage for the 
people travelling upon it; but when it 
comes to helping the lines of the United 
States against the national system, then 
I will fight for the national system. 
But I will do everything I can to lower 
the rates on our Canadian system. 6 7 

Immigration and settlement continued to engage Davin's 

attention throughout the years he sat in opposition, and he 

continued to press upon the government improvements in policy 

and administration which his local knowledge as a North-West 

member showed to be desirable. For example, during the second 

session of 1896, he introduced a bill to amend The Dominion Lands 

Act to enable ranchers to qualify for a homestead by acquiring 

livestock and by erecting fencing and dwellings rather than by 

fulfilling the cultivation requirements which were patently 

inappropriate for the dry ranching country of the south and 

68 west. The bill was not proceeded with at that session, but 

66 See ibid., May 29, 1899, Vol. 
ibid., Feb. 21, 1900, Vol. I, 

II, cc. 3859-61, 
c. 763 ff. 

and 

67 Ibid., Aug. 4, 1899, Vol. III, cc. 9530-31. 

68 See ibid., Sept. 9, 1896(2), cc. 873-74. 
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Davin introduced it again in 1897,69 and after second reading 

its main provisions were embodied in a government measure in

troduced by Sifton which permitted a settler who had fulfilled 

the residence qualifications, cultivated and fenced one acre 

per year, acquired forty head of cattle, and erected stables 

and outhouses for wintering the stock to obtain a patent for 

70 a homestead or pre-emption. Davin's comment on third reading 

was: 

••• I might on my own account say that 
while the Government have been accused 
of stealing many things from the Conser
vative party, there is no individual on 
this side from whom they have purloined 
in such a wholesale manner as from the 
humble individual now addressing the 
House. 71 

Davin, who had long been an advocate of an imaginative 

immigration policy, respected the vigour with which Sifton app

roached the problem of peopling the West. He did, however, take 

issue with what appeared to be nepotism and patronage in certain 

immigration appointments, and he had in mind men such as W.T.R. 

Preston, a notorious Liberal organizer, and C.R. Devlin, a former 

Liberal M.P., when he said: " ••• too many of them ••• have been 

. d so1 1 on of . . "72appolnte e y account political eXlgencles.· It was 

for this reason that he intended to register his "protest against 

these bloated expenditures. u 73 

69 See ibid., Apr. 26, 1897, Vol. I, c. 1230. 

70 See 60-61 Vict., c. 29. 

71 H.C.D., June 15, 1897, Vol. II, c. 4118. 

72 Ibid., July 9, 1900, Vol. III, c. 9649. 

73 ~., c. 9650. 
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He took issue too with that aspect of Sifton's immigration 

policy which created colonies of European settlers in the North

West. The first Doukhobor colonies were established in 1899, 74 

and Davin commented: "Here we are, a people that lay so much 

store on the public school as a nationalizing influence, and 

here is our immigration policy which, by making settlements by 

colonies, strikes a serious blow at the nationalization of our 

75
people. tt He made it clear then and the following year that 

he held no ill-will for any able settler from wheresoever he 

might come, but he contended that not enough effort was being 

made to attract settlers from England, Ireland, Scotland, or 

France. 76 

I do not say one word and never will, against 
any poor man from any country coming into 
Canada. But, I entirely disapprove of 
hiving any class of settlers; I entirely 
disapprove of settling people in colonies. 
Above all, I entirely disapprove of discrim
inating against our own people. I say that 
anything you do for any immigrant coming in 
here, you should do for a Canadian. Do not 
make fish of one and flesh of another, 
particularly when you are making fish of 
your own countrymen, who have certainly as 
much claim upon us as a man coming in from 
one of the four corners of Europe. 77 

On the tariff question Davin maintained his fundamental be

lief in protection modified by his concept of a tariff flexi

bility to meet changing economic conditions, a modification he 

74 Morton, History ~ Prairie Settlement, p. 112. 

75 H.C.D., Mar. 24, 1899, Vol. I, c. 374. 

76 Ibid., c. 375. 

77 Ibid., July 9, 1900, Vol. III, c. 9650. 
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had described earlier as "scientific protection." From this 

position he goaded the Liberal government, elected on a low-

tariff platform, to implement their election pledges without 

delay. It was with an obvious relish that he turned on the 

supporters of the government those double-edged motions, once 

used with some effect against himself, which were in substance 

clear statements of Liberal policy while being in form want

of-confidence motions. This was the tactic he used in the 

second session of 1896 when he moved an amendment to the Supply 

motion reminding the House of Liberal promises to place certain 

items on the free list and concluding with the words: 

••• that, therefore, in the opinion of 
this House, when revision of the tariff 
is made the Government is bound in honour 
to place agricultural implements, binder 
twine and coal oil on the free list. 78 

He used the same device the following session when he moved that: 

Good faith with the western farmers on 
the part of the Government demands that 
agricultural implements and lumber be 
placed on the free list. 79 

By 1897, however, he had other reasons to reproach the 

government, for by this time it was clear that the revenue-tariff 

views the Liberal party had expressed with such enthusiasm and 

conviction when they sat in opposition were undergoing a modifi

cation towards protection. Consequently, in the debate on the 

Address in Reply at the opening of the session, Davin expressed 

his view of the Liberal conversion to protection: 

78 Ibid., Sept. 30, 1896(2), c. 2274. 

79 Ibid., Nay 12, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2131. 
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I may be pleased that gentlemen have 
adopted views that I have held, but I 
am not pleased to have men occupying 
the high position of members of the 
Government of Canada laughing cynically 
in the face of the electors they have 
deceived. 80 

A few weeks later the opposition had become concerned over an 

apparent delay in bringing down the tariff resolutions, but the 

delay did not concern Davin who referred to the government as a 

"parcel of quacks," adding: 

... I much prefer, when the country's 
interests and health are placed in the 
hands of political quacks, that these 
quacks should hesitate and listen to 
the advice of people who know better 
how to deal with the country's affairs. 81 

Even by 1900 Davin saw no evidence that the Liberals had learned 

anything about the nation's economic affairs. They had adopted 

the Conservative tariff, he declared, but, he added: "they do 

not know how to manage it, and the consequence is we have these 

82riotous surpluses." 

The Liberal tariff as introduced in 1897 Davin described 

as "constructed on the principle of cross fishing." It had been 

designed both to sustain the hopes of the free trader and to calm 

the fears of the protectionist, and as a result was a ttJanus 

measure, which looks with one face to the manufacturer and smiles 

on him, and with another face on the free trader and smiles 

80 Ibid., Mar. 29, 1897, Vol. I, c. 115. 

81 Ibid., May 18, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2484. 

82 Ibid., July 17, 1900, Vol. III, c. 10493. 
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h i ,,83equa11y on 1m•••• The changes that had been made in the 

tariff, he claimed, were made "not in the interests of the 

farmer, not in the interests of the workingman, but in the 

interests of the manufacturers who have come to the Government 

and pleaded before them.,,84 To describe the affect of the tariff 

on the North-West, Davin recalled a pre-election cartoon which 

showed Laurier as the Good Samaritan bending over the prostrate 

form of the North-West farmer 

pouring into his open wounds the oil of 
revenue tariff and into his gaping and 
gasping mouth the wine of free trade as 
it is in England. Well [he went on], 
if any of that oil reached a wound ••• 
I do not think it would be enough to 
lubricate the spring of the smallest 
Geneva watch that ever ticked, and if 
any of the wine of free trade as it is 
in England touched his gullet, I do not 
think it was enough to disturb the cerebral 
equanimity of the smallest and youngest 
chipmunk on the prairie. 8 5 

Of the specific items in the tariff, Davin's chief concern 

was with agricultural implements and other necessities of western 

life. He criticized the government for having failed to reduce 

the duty on such things as binders and mowing machines, a criti~

cism based on both politics and economics, for on the one hand 

he charged the government with broken promises, and on the other 

he pointed out that the implement manufacturer gained where the 

farmer lost because the tariff had reduced the duty on iron. 8 6 

83 .!!li..9... , Hay 18, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2485. 

84 Ibid. , Hay 26, 1897, Vol. II, c. 2959. 

85 Ibid. , Har. 24, 1899, Vol. I, c. 344. 

86 Ibid. , Hay 11, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2056. 
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He scoffed at the very slight reduction in the duty on coal 

oil,87 and while he congratulated the government for having 

removed the duty on binder twine, he charged that in allowing 

the twine output of Kingston Penitentiary to be put up for 

tender, the distribution of twine had fallen into the hands 

. h d· 88 H t do f a monopo1 y, and t h e prlce a rlsen. e suppor e a pro

posal to bonus butter, asking: n ••• why should not this House 

do for the farmer of Canada what it would do for the iron 

?n89rnak er •••. Again, in Committee of Supply, he moved that 

nails be placed on the free list, because he wanted "in some 

detail of the tariff, to see hone gentlemen sitting on the 

treasury benches in the novel position of keeping a single 

90
promise they have made." 

In other respects the Liberal tariff of 1897 took the first 

steps towards a system of imperial preference, an area of policy 

which neither party had as yet clearly defined, for Conservative 

instincts of loyalty to the Empire had been sublimated by an 

economic nationalism which insisted on a quid ~~ for any 

tariff concession,91 and the traditional Liberal outlook had 

been towards a continental rather than an imperial zollverein. 

Moreover, Britain herself had been wedded to a free-trade policy 

87 ~., May 21, 1897, Vol. II, c. 2755. 

88 Ibid., July 12, 1899, Vol. III, cc. 7206-07, and ibid., 
May 29, 1900, Vol. II, cc. 6225-26. 

89 Ibid., May 5, 1897, Vol. I, c. 1800. 

90 Ibid., June 8, 1897, Vol. II, c. 3650. 

91 See Donald Creighton, John A. Macdonald: The Old Chieftain, 
Toronto, 1955, Rassim. 
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which by definition precluded tariff concessions, but these 

attitudes had begun to change, and a tentative approach was made 

in 1897 to preferential trade. Davin was able to congratulate 

the government "who for so long took a pro-United States position" 

for being "driven by the logic of events to take the loyal and 

9 2 
imperial position which they now take,n and while he could 

approve the principle, he felt that the details of the agreement 

left something to be desired, for he argued that the Conservative 

position was that: 

••• it would not only be better for Canada, 
but better for the Empire at large, in 
making a preferential arrangement ••• not 
to have a jug-handled arrangement, but to 
have one that would be strictly and mutually 
preferential. 9 3 

Still, he concluded: 

I much prefer to see them take a course 
which has a Conservative colour to it, than 
to see them take that course which would ~e
in accordance with their past tradition. 9 

In addition to the specific elements of the National Policy, 

there were other matters affecting the North-West on which Davin 

claimed the attention of the House. His activity on behalf of 

western agriculture, for example, gives the lie to the argument 

used against him from time to time in election campaigns that 

the West could be adequately represented only by a farmer, and 

in fact shows that there was considerable substance to his claim 

that: 

92 H.C.D., Apr. 19, 1898, Vol. I, c. 3786. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Ibid., c. 3789. 
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••• from the moment I entered this House 
[my] sails have been spread to breezes 
which blow in the interests of the agri
cultural class of the North-west Terri
tories. 95 

That he was firmly-convinced that the agricultural class had 

need of someone to watch over its interests, is apparent from 

this description of the cash position of the western farmer 

which Davin gave the House in 1900: 

Suppose the farmer sells a thousand bushels 
of wheat in the British market at 80 cents 
a bushel; freights, insurance, &c., would 
eat up 35 cents per bushel, leaving the 
producer only $450 "for his crop. He buys 
$250 worth of British goods and pays a duty 
of 30 per cent, or $75. The other ex
penses are, 20 per cent to wholesalers, 20 
per cent to retailers, and 10 per cent for 
freight, in all $125. This would leave 
him without a dollar in cash, having secured 
only $250 worth of goods for $800 worth of 
wheat. 96 

Consequently, anything that could be done to improve the farmer's 

economic position was worth doing, but there were also political 

factors to be considered, for while backbenchers, particularly 

those sitting to the left of Mr. Speaker, cannot expect govern

ments to display an immediate enthusiasm for their proposals, 

oppositions cannot be blamed if they appear reluctant to propose 

measures, the implementation of which may redound to the credit 

of the government. Davin's concern, however, was for the inter

ests of his constituents rather than for political strategy, and 

if persistence was the key to success in moving governments, 

Davin, even in opposition, could claim a reasonable measure of 

95 Ibid., July 27, 1899, Vol. III, c. 8740. 

96 Ibid., Apr. 18, 1900, Vol. II, c. 3845. 
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success. 

For example, in 1895 and again in 1896 he had moved, un

successfully, that an amount of $20,000 be applied to aid in 

the establishment of creameries and cheese factories in the 

9 7 North-West Territories. He had received little support even 

from his territorial colleagues, and the government had not 

been the least enthusiastic. When he moved the motion again 

during the second session of 1896, Oliver expressed his oppo

sition to the subsidization of creameries in competition with 

private business enterprises. 98 However, when the new Liberal 

government introduced the estimates the following month, they 

included an item of $15,000 uTo promote the establishment and 

. f .. h h .. .,99malntenance 0 creamerles lnt e Nort-west Terrltorles, and 

Davin could comment triumphantly: 

I am exceedingly glad to hear the statement 
of the Minister of Agriculture, because it 
is very gratifying to me to find that the 
proposal I made here a few years ago has 
now fructified. l OO 

Production was but one side of the agricultural coin; 

marketing was the other. If the farmer needed the assistance of 

the government in his struggle to produce a crop under the hazard

ous conditions imposed by the elements and the distances peculiar 

to the western plains, he needed similar assistance, or at least 

97 See ibid., July 8, 
Mar. 2, 1896, Vol. 

1895, 
I, c. 

Vol. II, 
2654. 

c. 4011, and ibid., 

98 Ibid., Sept. 2, 1896(2), c. 583 ff. 

99 Ibid., Oct. 2, 1896(2), c. 2467. 

100 Ibid., c. 2468. 
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protection, in the marketing of his produce. The most common 

grain-marketing practice had been for the farmer to sell to 

the highest of several bidders to be found on the railway load

ing platform, and to load his grain directly from wagon to car. 

There were a few grain elevators in the West as early as the 

1870's, but they were expensive structures, and their efficiency 

was of greater benefit to the railway company than to the 

farmers. By the late nineties, however, some 447 elevators were 

being operated by elevator companies, milling concerns, individual 

°11 d f b . 101 Iml ers, an a ew, twenty-six, y farmers' companles. n 

1897 when the Canadian Pacific Railway insisted that grain might 

be loaded only from elevators, the elevator and milling companies 

were thus in a position to enjoy a virtual monopoly of the grain 

trade by telegraphing agreed daily prices to their agents. The 

farmers were alarmed at this arbitrary curtailment of what they 

considered to be their right to load direct and the incidental 

advantage of competitive bids at the loading point, and on their 

behalf James Douglas, the member for Assiniboia East, introduced 

legislation in 1898 and 1899 to restore the rights of direct 

loading. Both measures failed to pass the House, but a Royal 

Grain Commission was established in 1899 the report of which led 

to The Manitoba Grain Act of 1900 which provided for the super

vision of the grain trade, weighmasters, access to the scales, 

platforms for direct loading, and flat storage warehouses at 

the sidings. The elevator system of grain handling proved more 

effective in the long run, but the act established the principle 

101 Morton, History of Prairie Settlement, pp. 116-17. 
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102
of government inspection of the grain trade. 

Davin had been concerned about the growing evidence of 

questionable grading practices, and as early as 1896 had moved 

that a committee of the House be established "to inquire into 

the present system of grading wheat in Manitoba and the North

west, and especially as to the frauds whereby it is alleged 

the farmers are cheated of what they are justly entitled to 

for their wheat. tll 0 3 The government appeared skeptical about 

the alleged frauds, but promised to look into the matter and 

introduce legislation if necessary. After the change in govern

ment Davin again raised the matter on a motion for papers, but 

he did not move again for a committee because the session was 

expected to be short. He did say, however, that the elevator 

monopoly and the high freight rates cost the farmers several 

thousand dollars a year, and he advised the House that: 

••• the farmers of the North-west Terri
tories feel that in regard to the buying 
of wheat from them, in regard to the 
grading of wheat, in regard to the system 
of fixing standards, in regard to the mix
ing of scoured wheat with their perfect 
wheat, and in regard to the transportation, 
they feel that they are at the present time 
in a state of great disadvantage and in a 
condition that calls for action on the 
part of the Government. l 0 4 

Later, with respect to grain standards, he said: 

We feel strongly that the grain buyers in 
Toronto and Montreal have a great deal too 

102 Ibid., pp. 117-18.

103 H.C.D., Feb. 3, 1896, Vol. I, c. 1031.

104 Ibid., Sept. 14, 1896(2), c. 1195.
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much to do at the present time with 
fixing standards. Their interests are 
not our interests. l OS 

When Douglas moved second reading of his bill in 1898, Davin 

106promised his entire support at all stages, and again in 1899 

he urged the House to support the Douglas measure: 

I do not think [he contended] there can 
be any question raised by anyone as to 
the necessity of this legislation from 
the point of view of the prices paid or 
from the point of view of the danger of 
combination or convenience, or the safe
guarding of the producers from loss in 
consequence of very undesirable incidents, 
in regard to the purchase of their grain. 
For my part, I have had evidence thrust 
upon me from every quarter of the country 
that this legislation is needed. I hope 
that the Bill will receive the support 
of both sides of the House and that it 
will pass into law this session. 1 0 7 

On a government measure to provide for the standardization of 

grain grading introduced in that same session, Davin attempted 

an amendment which would give the farmer the right to appeal the 

decision of the buyer to the head inspector, and while the House 

felt the device was somewhat impractical, Davin argued that: 

"The legislature cannot be too sagacious in exhausting every 

means open to legislation, to fence the farmer against the possi

108bility of plunder." 

On The Manitoba Grain Act itself, Davin, while supporting 

105 Ibid., Sept. 25, 1896(2), c. 2053. 

106 Ibid. , Mar. 17, 1898, Vol. I, cc. 2079-80. 

107 Ibid., Apr. 20, 1899, Vol. I, cc. 1911-12. 

108 Ibid. , Aug. 5, 1899, Vol. III, cc. 9640-41. 
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the principle of the measure, attempted to ensure that the 

farmer was well protected "against the possibility of plunder." 

He contended that the farmers were happy to ship through ele

vators provided they had the right to build their own cheaper 

warehouses if they felt the elevators did not "treat them 

109
fairly. He suggested that the elevator operator be required 

1 1 0 
to advise farmers of the daily Winnipeg grain prices. He 

attempted without success to include in the bill a requirement 

for the elevator companies to instal cleaning machinery rather 

· b d IIIthan to ca1 cu1 ate dockage on an estimated f 19ure ase on tests. 

Finally, when the government moved recommittal of the bill to 

add a clause requiring those who desired additional flat ware

houses to pay for the requisite sidings and spurs, Davin was 

on his feet immediately, arguing that the requirement would be 

prohibitive and would deprive the farmers of any ttleverage tt 

.agalnst a . blPOSSl e .. .lnJustlce by hI' 112tee evator companles. The 

North-West members as a body oppo seds-ch e amendment, but it 

carried, and the bill passed into law as another example of 

the force of backbench influence! While neither Davin's pro

posed committee nor Douglas' bills bore fruit, the display of 

persistence, initiative, and relative unanimity by the members 

from the North-West and Manitoba undoubtedly had considerable 

affect on the timing and form of the eventual solution. 

109 Ibid., May 21, 1900, Vol. II, c. 5764.

110 Ibid. , cc. 5766-67.

III Ibid., May 22, 1900, Vol. II, c. 5819.

112 Ibid. , May 30, 1900, Vol. II, c. 6258.
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Davin debated a variety of other North-West matters during 

these years in opposition. The Mounted Police, for example, 

continued to claim his attention, and on several occasions he 

11 3 introduced legislation respecting pensions and promotions.

He expressed concern with the drain on the numbers of men avail

able for service on the prairies because of the requirements of 

114the Yukon, and a similar concern over what he regarded as a 

marked and unwise tendency to make appointments to commissioned 

l l S rank from outside the force. He again initiated debate for 

recognition of the claim of the Rebellion services of the Wood 

Mountain Scouts and Laurier replied in complimentary terms: 

••• I may say that my hone friend (Mr. 
Davin) has shown on all occasions (whether 
his friends were in office or not) the 
most creditable efforts to have these 
claims considered. He has not succeeded 
so far, but I hope that perhaps the day 
is not far distant, when his efforts shall 
be crowned with success. 11 6 

Davin supported a motion moved by Oliver contending for an in

creased subsidy to the North-West Territories, and in an appeal 

to Laurier to cut the leading strings by which the federal 

government had for'so long bound the Territories, he said: 

[The Prime Minister] is fond of regard
ing himself as a breaker of manacles, 
let him break those manacles that are 
on the limbs of the North-west Territories, 
let him give the Territories provincial 
autonomy and the annual subsidy to which 
it is entitled by reason of its population, 

113 See for example ibid., Sept. 8, 1896(2), c. 784. 

114 Ibid., Feb. 11, 1898, Vol. I, c. 404. 

115 Ibid., May 7, 1900, Vol. II, cc. 4787-89. 

116 Ibid., May 10, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2033. 
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according to the calculations so ably set 
forth by my hone friend [Mr. Oliver] this 
afternoon. I 1 7 

At the second session of 1896 he refrained from moving first 

reading of a bill of his own designed to give responsible 

government to the Territories since it was a measure which 

would require the cooperation of the government, nand as the 

Government had decided not to have any heroic legislation this 

l 1 8 
session,n he had not bothered to have the bill printed. In 

1897, when Sift on introduced an amendment to The North-West 

Territories Act which provided for responsible government, Davin 

supported the measure. He commented on third reading: 

I can say that the most thoughtful people 
in the Territories have always held the 
views that I have held; but at the same 
time there has been no agitation and I 119 
have battled for this thing single handed. 

He recalled that he had pressed the matter to the point of annoy

ance on Sir John Macdonald in 1888, and claimed that had his 

views been followed then or in 1891 when a further change had 

been made in the organization of government of the Territories, 

"we should have made more progress than we have done [in the 

120
North-West].n 

Of other events of national importance during this period, 

the two most significant, the Yukon Gold Rush and the South 

African War, were ready-made opportunities for a Tory opposition 

117 Ibid. , Aug. 31, 1896(2), c. 419. 

118 Ibid., Sept. 29, 1896(2), c. 2166. 

119 Ibid., June 15, 1897, Vol. II, c. 4117. 

120 Ibid. , c. 4118. 
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to "swear horrible" as they mounted their offensive against 

the policy and administration of the Liberal" government. Davin's 

contribution to debate on the various matters concerning the 

Yukon which were raised in the House appears to be of little 

significance except insofar as it shows a determination to probe 

extensively for evidence of administrative inadequacies. He 

did, however, advise the Minister, when setting up a system of 

government for the Yukon district, to profit from the experience 

of the North-West Territories, and particularly to appoint to 

the proposed Yukon council some ex-officio members, for this 

would uminimize the autocratic position of the Commissioner, 

which is very desirable. tt1 21 When the opposition moved for a 

royal commission to inquire into charges of maladministration 

122of the Yukon, he urged the government 

to see that steps are taken so that this 
dark cloud which rests on a vast portion 
of those Territories shall not grow blacker, 
but that means shall be taken to pierce it, 
to discover what has caused it, and to 
punish any persons who may be culpable. 1 23 

Davin's attack on the Liberal administration ranged from 

this admirable expression of administrative morality to the level 

of a politicaL fishing expedition. He placed a question on the 

order paper asking: 

\fuether it is true that Mr. Ogilvie, 
the Commissioner of the Yukon, imposed 
a duty or tax on women of professed 

121 Ibid., June 2, 1898, Vol. II, c. 6730. 

122 Ibid., June 29, 1899, Vol. II, cc. 6262-67. 

123 Ibid., July 5, 1899, Vol. II, c. 6567. 



-229

immoral character in Dawson? If so, 
what was the amount of the tax or 
license? If so, is it still continued? 
If so, how much did the first impost 
yield? 

1 24 Sifton answered: uThe Government have no information ••• ,u

but Davin must have had some foundation for his inquiry, for he 

had raised this matter earlier in debate. Mr. J. Domville, who 

had recently been in the Yukon, had assured him that no such 

tax had been imposed; "Would he not take my word for it, that 

the women are not taxed out there, U asked Domville? Davin could 

not resist the obvious reply: ItI will take his word for anything 

he will say on that subject, because I know that is probably the 

u1 25 only subject on which he is thoroughly well informed. 

As for the South African War, Davin's remarks on this 

subject were little more than a recital of the litany of im

perialism, and to him, Laurier's non-committal attitude in the 

early stages seemed to mark a weakness verging on betrayal: 

Here was Canada [he said], this country 
of imperial proportions, vibrating from 
end to end with enthusiastic patriotism 
and determined to rush to the support of 
the mother country in a great crisis and 
show Christendom that England had her 
colonies by her side. Yet at that moment 
our leader was hesitating. 1 26 

The liturgy prescribed but one response to the mother country's 

cry for help: 

124 Ibid. , Apr. 19, 1899, Vol. I, c. 1842.

125 ~., Mar. 24, 1899, Vol. I, c. 368.

126 This and the following quotations are found in ibid. ,
Feb. 9, 1900, Vol. I, cc. 272-75. 
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••• if more men and more help should be 
required, I say we should be forward to 
let the Imperial authorities know ••• 
that these five millions of men with the 
blood of the great historic races in 
their veins are ready to stand by her 
side and see to it that the empire is 
not impaired or its prestige dimmed or 
a shadow allowed to rest upon its glory. 

That Her Majesty's French-Canadian subjects might not be moved 

to answer Britain's appeal with this "Ready-Aye-Ready" formula 

seemed entirely to escape Davin's Anglo-Saxon logic, for, he 

argued, the French-Canadian should be both proud of and grateful 

to an empire which had made it possible for none French Canadian 

after another, with habitant blood in their veins, [to rise] to 

the highest positions, [and have] the happy, distinguished and 

useful careers they had. tI 

No, Sir, [he continued] there is no 
class of the community that should be 
so loyal to the empire as the French 
Canadians, and there is no class of the 
community therefore, I am more ready to 
believe loyal to the empire, unless some 
evidence very different from what I have 
seen were brought before me to lead me 
to a different belief. 

Thus Davin could 

••• deplore the hesitancy shown by the 
Prime Minister -- one week saying: I 
can't do it, the law is against me, I 
have no power; and then turning around 
in less than a fortnight and sending a 
contingent, and out-Heroding Herod in 
flaming rhetoric when they took their 
departure from Quebec. The spectacle 
of inconsistency, the spectacle of weak
ness, is something that will never leave 
the mind of Canada. 

This perfervid imperialism, however, cannot be judged across 

the gulf of two world wars; Davin expressed in the eloquence of 

his century the creed of his culture. While both the style and 
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the sentiment are somewhat dated, it must be remembered that 

the men of his generation did not yet know that this was to 

be the last of the "gentlemen's wars," for they could still 

say, as Davin did in his last speech in the House of Commons, 

in tribute to the son of the Minister of Militia and Defence, 

killed in action in South Africa: 

I would for my part ••• express our great 
regret, and yet mixed with that regret is 
a sort of gratulation and pride that the 
son of a member of our own body and a 
member of our government, fighting for 
the empire, although his family are bereaved 
and although his country has lost his valu
able life, yet has won the great prize of 
death in battle. 1 27 

But with all this imperialistic fervour, it is interesting 

to note that Davin could at the same time deprecate the use by 

John Charlton and Sir Richard Cartwright of the contemptuous 

phrase "semi-civilized Boers." "Why, Sir," said Davin, "they 

are descended from the choice races of Europe. They have in 

128
their veins the blood of the choicest fighting stocks of Europe." 

Parliament as well as the party and the public must be part 

of the frame of reference of men in public life, for upon enter

ing the House of Commons, a member assumes a three-fold responsi

bility: he must be mindful of the interests of the public he 

represents; he must be alert to the opportunities for party 

advantage; and he must be vigilant in preserving the institution 

of which he is a member. Thus, in assessing the effectiveness 

127 Ibid., July 18, 1900, Vol. III, cc. 10503-04. 

128 Ibid., Feb. 9, 1900, Vol. I, c. 274. 
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of political figures attention must be paid to the parliamentary 

environment and the relationship between the man and the insti

tution. From Davin's conduct and comments in the Eighth Parlia

ment further evidence is available of his concept of the role 

of the executive and legislative branches, of the role of the 

government and opposition, of the role of party and Parliament, 

and of the complex inter-relationships of the various elements 

which constitute the British parliamentary system. 

His view of the participation of the electorate in the 

political process and the responsibility of governments to the 

electorate, he expressed in these words: 

Let me lay down this proposition, that from 
a constitutional point of view, when an 
appeal is made to the people of the country, 
and they decide in favour of a given policy, 
it is a grave and serious evil to that 
country if that policy is not carried out 
by the party which comes into power. This 
appeal is the great wheel of our consti
tutional system. We believe in an appeal 
to the public mind at recurring intervals. 
We go to that public mind and ask for its 
verdict, and it is of the utmost importance 
to the constitutional working of our system 
that that great wheel should be allowed to 
turn, and that whatever the people have 
decided on should be ~arried into effect. 1 29 

Not only governments, but individual members had a responsibility 

to the electorate, and on this subject Davin echoed Edmund Burke 

and Walter Bagehot when he said: 

We are not here as the mere delegates of 
constituencies. The delegate of a con
stituency, who does just what his con
stituency orders, does, generally speaking, 
merely what the leading wire pullers in 

129 Ibid., Apr. 27, 1897, Vol. I, cc. 1329-30. 
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° ° h i d 130t hat constltuency requlre 1m to o. 

It is clear that Davin felt that a member could exercise this 

responsibility only in the House: 

I did not think [he said] that the proper 
course for a member of Parliament was to 
creep into Minister's offices and seek to 
influence them through ministerial whispers; 
but to speak his sentiments and his opinions 
in Parliament, and there endeavour to in
fluence the Government. 1 31 

Members should not "constitute themselves mere machines for the 

132Whips to use just as they please,n for this would only result 

in debasing the institution of Parliament. On the contrary, he 

declared: 

This is not merely a deliberative assembly 
where we come to discuss and debate; this 
is the greatest and grandest platform of 
the nation. And as long as that Press 
Gallery is there we can get to the country, 
and when we get to the country we reach 
the source of power. 1 33 

Consequently, he advised the Patrons 

••• that if they want their principles 
carried out, it is not by silently and 
tamely lying down behind the Government, 
but by pressing them in this House and 

1 34 fighting for them like men. 

In the same vein he described on another occasion the influence 

which a government backbencher might wield: 

I call ••• attention to the fact that a 
Government does not care very much about 
the opposition that comes to it from the 

130 Ibid., Hay 3, 1898, Vol. II, c. 4726. 

131 Ibid. , May 18, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2486. 

132 Ibid. 

133 Ibid. , c. 2487. 

134 Ibid., May 21, 1897, Vol. II, cc. 2747-48. 
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straight Opposition in the House, because 
the attack of the straight Opposition is 
discounted because it is its business to 
criticize and oppose. But the moment ••• 
a follower of the Government ••• stands 
up and expresses his opinion that a certain 
course contrary to their policy should be 
taken, that moment the Government pays 

it. 1 3 5 attention to 

The key to the whole process of course, was the govern

ment's responsibility to Parliament. Even with its majority 

in the House, the government was neither above Parliament nor 

beyond it, for there was no analogy between the parliamentary 

and congressional systems. "The Government of this country," 

he said, "is a committee of this Parliament, and [Hinisters] 

are bound to be in their places and to give us information when 

d ' ", t t t"· "136we are 1scusslng 1mpor an ques 10ns •••• Indeed, Ministers 

benefited by submitting their policies to the scrutiny of Parlia

ment, for "Parliament is government by speech, and if there be 

anything that Parliament does, that is worth more than another, 

lt" 1S, , t h cr1t1c1sm"", 0 f" 1,13 7 S h cr1' t Lc i h1n e m1n1sters. uc 1C1sm, e 

claimed, Uhas prevented extravagance and excesses in government, 

that would otherwise have been committed in consequence of forces 

138operating on the department. u 

Throughout this disquisition on the parliamentary process 

to which Davin returned from time to time during the course of 

135 Ibid., Mar. 30, 1898, Vol. I, c. 2833. 

136 Ibid., Mar~ 28, 1898, Vol. I, c. 2618. 

137 Ibid., July 16, 1900, Vol. III, c. 10302. 

138 Ibid. 
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his career in the House of Commons, there is apparent a certain 

conviction that Canada was not making the best use of her Parlia

ment, and that greater attention to the spirit of Westminster 

would be to the advantage of democratic politics and government 

in Canada. 

It would be of immeasurable advantage to 
hone members of this House [he said] if 
we could only bring the methods of the 
English Parliament into this Parliament, 
if instead of having two machines here, 
a Government in power with a hundred and 
twenty or a hundred and fifty members 
supporting it, and everyone of them here 
not to give the country the benefit of his 
judgement, knowledge and ability, but com
ing here to watch the leader stand up, and 
then like jacks-in-the-box up they are -

Some hone Members. Take it back. 

Mr. Davin. I do not say that against your 
party. This remark applies to every party 
in this country, because we have not the 
methods that obtain in the English Parlia
ment. 1 3 9 

Parliament, in the British sense, cannot be considered in 

isolation from party, and party Davin regarded lias part and 

. .. 1 ,,140parce1 0 f our constltutlona government •••• 

I may say in passing [he added on another 
occasion] that from any observation I 
have been able to make, whether in New 
Brunswick or elsewhere, I have never come 
to the conclusion that the destruction of 
party distinctions can be of any advantage 
in a community which endeavours to carry 
on government on the British system. I 
confess I cannot see how that constitutional 
system can be carried out effectively with
out party.141 

139 Ibid., May 21, 1897, Vol. II, cc. 2749-50. 

140 Ibid., Aug. 10,1899, Vol. III, c. 10200. 

141 Ibid., Apr. 9; 1900, Vol. II, c. 3450. 
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In a paraphrase of Voltaire he continued: It ... if there were 

not parties, we would have, in order to work the British con

stitution, to invent them. n1 42 On the other hand, it is one 

thing to recognize the role of the party system in Parliament; 

it is another to subvert Parliament to partisanship. Davin 

attempted to maintain a balance in this relationship of which 

the following letter to Sifton shortly after his appointment 

as Minister of the Interior is interesting evidence. 

There is I hope an enclosure outside 
party politics but within the larger field 
of patriotic attachment to Canada in which 
it is permitted men on opposite sides to 
interchange feelings of courtesy. I am 
happy therefore to say how glad I am to 
learn you have been sworn in as Minister 
of the Interior and to express my strong 
hope and confidence that in you the North 
West will have a sympathetic and effective 
friend. 1 43 

He expressed similar sentiments in the House some years later: 

... I will always set my face, so long as 
I have any position in public life, against 
a government or a member of a government or 
a member of a party who allows party inter
ests and party proclivities to overshadow 
duty, honour, loyalty to the people -- and 
[he added significantly] that is the charge 
that we can successfully bring against the 
Minister of the Interior. 1 4 4 

Again, referring to one of his territorial colleagues, Frank 

Oliver, he said: 

••• it was a great pleasure to me to hear 
my hon. friend's voice once again, and I 

142 Ibid., cc. 3450-51. 

143 Davin to Sifton, Nov. 18, 1896, Sifton Papers, 1896, 
No. 2065, P.A.C. 

144 H.C.D., Feb. 19, 1900, Vol. I, cc. 645-46. 
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hope that in this House he and I, while 
we are colleagues, whether for a long 
or a short time, will use our united 
efforts for the good of the Terr~tories,
and let us not turn our efforts against 
each other at the bidding of either party 
or faction. 1 45 

These comments too, apropos a vote of $4000 to erect a 

statue to the Hon. Alexander Mackenzie, give a measure of Davints 

concept of the role of party and Parliament. liThe erection of 

a statue to so representative a man as the late Alexander I 

Mackenzie meets with my entire approval,1I he said, but he went 

on to remind the government of "the purest and noblest figure 

in our history whose name is connected with the Reform party, 

though the Reform party he led would probably not be quite in 

line with the Reform party of today. I mean Robert Baldwin, a 

man whose character stands out in stainless purity in the history 

of Canada, and whose efforts to bring about responsible govern

ment were untiring and statesmanlike. 1t At the same time, he 

contended that while it was quite appropriate for a party to 

honour a dead chief; 11 ••• there is even a nobler loyalty, and 

that is the loyalty which we can all share towards a man whose 

name is no longer connected with the strifes of to-day; and of 

whose claims on national gratitude there can be no doubt. In 

the same connection I would say that it is a reproach to Canada 

and to administrations both Liberal and Conservative, that no 

statue has been raised to 146DtArcy McGee." 

145 ~., Aug. 31, 1896(2), c. 423. 

146 Ibid., July 14, 1900, Vol. III, c. 10254. 
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This calm and measured approach to the place of party in 

the parliamentary system of government did not, of course, mean 

that Davin was any less effective in the party struggle as it 

took place on the hustings or in the House. For example, in 

1896 he suggested that Virgil's description of Scylla 

can be well applied to the 
was translated, I believe, 
in this fashion: 

Government. It 
by an old poet 

At top it shows a gracious face, 
The breast replete with human grace, 
The rest is all an ugly whale, 
With maw of wolf and fish's tail. 

We have the gracious presence of the eloquent 
leader of the Government; we have the maw of 
the wolf in the person of the Minister of the 
Public Works Department and some others. In 
regard to the piscine description, I will not 
enter into it - but there is a good deal that 
is fishy about the party.147 

At a later session he compared the election promises of the 

Liberal party with their performance in office since 1896, and 

suggested that their "unredeemed pledges are so numerous that 

148this government is like a congested pawnshop.1t Again, when 

the House was debating an amendment to The Militia Act and the 

opposition was critical of the number of men without experience 

in the militia who received commissions as colonels, Davin 

commented acidly: 

I entirely approve of what the Minister of 
Militia has done for this reason, that it 
is in entire consistency with the policy of 
the government. It is humbug from the word 
go, and therefore, perfectly consistent 
with their policy all through. 1 49 

On another occasion when he contended that if the Liberal govern

147 Ibid., Sept. 23, 1896(2), c. 1764. 

148 Ibid., Apr. 18, 1900, Vol. II, c. 3845. 

149 Ibid., June 1, 1900, Vol. II, c. 6463. 
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ment enjoyed any success it was because they had ttreaped where 

the Conservative party sowed," a member interjected to remind 

him that he had at one time referred to a Conservative govern

ment as a "Cabinet of Antiques"; "No," he replied, "the differ

ence between this Government and the Government I called a 

Cabinet of antiques is, that while that was a Cabinet of 

tAntiques t this is a Government of 'antics.tulSO Somewhat more 

seriously, he charged the Liberals with having 

always the same boundless belief in the 
gullability [sic] of the people, and 
in humbug. I have more faith in the 
good sense of the people than hone gentle
men. I have not so much faith in humbug 
as hone gentlemen seem to have, and I do 
not believe that you can found a policy 
or a government on diplomatic mendacity, 
however charmingly it may be put before 
the people. l Sl 

In the final analysis, however, Parliament and party, 

government and opposition, are but amorphous, intangible elements 

of political theory; the reality is the formal public corrfront

ation of individuals in a personal, cut-and-thrust debate, the 

rules of which restrict only the grossest calumny so that verbal 

dexterity can be at once a sure weapon in attack and a safe shield 

in defense. Davin was completely at home in this environment, 

and his consummate skill in the forensic lunge and parry sparkles 

even in the printed word of the Debates of the House of Commons. 

Individuals as well as governments and policies were targets for 

his shafts; Israel Tarte he described as "the Mephistopheles of 

ISO Ibid., Apr. IS, 1898, Vol. I, c. 3607. 

151 Ibid., July 17, 1900, Vol. III, c. 10494. 
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the Public Works, to whom the leader plays the part of Faust."152 

Clifford Sifton and Tarte were referred to on another occasion 

as "the heavenly twins of the ·Cabinet -- the Castor of Quebec 

and the Pollux of Hanitoba.,,153 In an expression of sympathy 

for Laurier, absent from the House because of illness, it was 

Tarte again at whom the barb was directed: 

I am glad to know at any rate that my 
rt. hone friend the Prime Minister will 
soon be convalescent, and in fact I 
have heard -- although I have always 
understood that my rt. hone friend ••• 
was a man of great abstemiousness -- I 
have heard what he is suffering from is 
partaking too much of pastry; he has had 
too much Tarte. 1 54 

Again, Davin was critical of a practice by which the Minister of 

the Interior arranged for Liberal newspapers in Hanitoba and 

the North-West Territories to receive editorials and letters 

purportedly from "Our Correspondent in Ottawa," but actually 

from a central press bureau of the government. He condemned 

this as a device designed to organize and control public opinion, 

referring to it scathingly as the "Siftonian Reptile Press.,,155 

He could display considerable finesse in silencing the 

member who would attempt to barrack him during the course of a 

speech. In debate on Yukon affairs he turned his attention 

momentarily to an interruption and said: til thought at first 

152 Ibid •., Sept. 23, 1896(2), c. 1763. 

153 Ibid., Apr. 4, 1898, Vol. I, c. 3044. 

154 Ibid. , Apr. 6, 1898, Vol. I, c. 3174. 

155 Ibid. , Har. 24, 1899, Vol. I, c. 379. 
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that I heard the Klondike eagle, but it is the Yukon bray.u1 56 

On another occasion when the Speaker called him to order for 

referring to Hr. Richardson as "that mann rather than by the 

parliamentary mode of address by constituency, this innocent 

enforcement of the rules of debate gave Davin the opportunity 

to reply: 

Did I say that man? I apologize to the 
hone member (Mr. Richardson) for calling 
him nthat man. ll It shows how one, in 
the heat of debate is apt to forget him
self. It would be impossible, with the 
deepest plummet that ever sounded the 
depths of the Atlantic to measure the 
depth of my respect for the hone member. 
I am sorry I called him a man. Nothing 
on this earth would lead me to repeat 
any such misnomer with regard to the hone 
gentleman. l S7 

Davin's exchanges with Mr. J. McMullen appear slightly one-

sided. The member for North Wellington one day advised the 

House that he was deterred from going to Regina because Davin 

resided there, but Davin urged him not to be deterred: 

My hone friend (Mr. McMullen) will have 
to reconsider his antipathy to being in 
a place where I am [he said], because I 
intend to get to heaven, and if he does 
not wish to be with me, then he will have 
to go below. l S8 

His most famous encounter in the House was with this same me~ber

who objected to what he considered to be Davin's claim to superior 

knowledge of North-West affairs. 

156 Ibid., Mar. 7, 1898, Vol. I, c. 1298. 

157 Ibid., Apr. 6, 1898, Vol. I, cc. 3197-98. 

158 Ibid., May 12, 1898, Vol. II, c. 5492. 
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\fuy [said Mr. HcHullen], if my brain was 
as green as the brain of the hone gentle
man (Hr. Davin), instead of going around 
with a skating rink on the top of my head, 
as he does, I could grow hair for sale. 
Let me tell him that I understand the 
question quite as well as he does. He 
must not fancy that when his hat is on, 
it covers all the brains we have in this 
parliament. Why everyone who has sat ten 
years with the hone gentleman (Mr. Davin) 
in this House, knows that he has more 
rooms to let in his upper story [sic] than 
any man in this parliament. 

Davin, quite unabashed, replied: 

Hy hone friend (Mr. McMullen), has told 
you, Mr. Speaker, that I have a skating 
rink on the top of my head. Well, there 
is no doubt about that. I certainly have 
a larger amount of forehead to show than 
the hone gentleman (Mr. McMullen); but he 
did not tell you that there is a sort of 
similarity even now between us, because the 
curly locks that fell over whatever fore
head he had twenty years ago, are no longer 
there. He did not, however, tell the House 
the difference between himself and myself, 
and the difference is: That though I am 
more bare-headed than he is, he is more 
fare-faced than I am. 

Then, after a parliamentary interjection of "Oh" from an hone 

member, Davin continued: 

The hone gentleman said that in my upper 
story there were a large number of rooms 
to let. Again, he did not tell us the 
difference between myself and himself. 
There may be rooms to let in my upper 
story, and there are rooms to let in the 
hone gentlemanfs upper story; but the 
difference is this, that mine are furnished 
and his are unfurnished. 1 59 

If Davin had a reputation for being eminent in debate and 

skilful in repartee, he also had a reputation for verbosity. 

159 Ibid., May 10, 1900, Vol. II, cc. 5055-56. 
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Mr. J. Domville of King's New Brunswick claimed that "he has 

wasted more time of this House than almost any other man in 

it," and he assured him that "much as we admire what he says, 

we shall still more admire it, when it is more briefly ex

pressed. ul 60 Mr. G.E. Casey (West Elgin) remarked: "It seems 

there are only two parties in this House, the Government and 

Mr. Davin,"161 and Bourassa referred to him as "Almighty 

Voice. n l 6 2 Even members on his own side chided him on this 

point: Davin rose on a question of privilege to answer a news

paper charge that he had failed in his duty by allowing an 

important clause of a particular bill to pass without saying a 

word on it, and Sir Charles Hibbert Tupper interjected with: "I 

do not believe that. ,,163 It was ~f~. G. Landerkin of South Grey 

who was perhaps most effective in his criticism of Davin's pen

chant for debate. Landerkin claimed to have compiled statistics 

of the 1897 session which showed that Davin spoke 1,023 times, 

and his speeches occupied 250 pages of Hansard. This placed him 

second to G.E. Foster who had spoken 1,453 times for 363 pages. 

Landerkin concluded by quoting a few lines reputedly overheard 

by a reporter who passed Davin, at the gate one evening: 

My name is O'Davin,
I soon will be havin'
The House to myself
If I keep on this way.

160 Ibid. , Sept. 17, 1896(2), c. 1404. 

161 Ibid. , Hay 12, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2136. 

162 Ibid., Har. 29, 1899, Vol. I, c. 620. 

163 Ibid., June 11, 1900, Vol. III, c. 7121. 
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My words are abundant, 
My speech is redundant 
I can speak from the morn 
Till the close of the day.164 

Davin was, however, quite unperturbed "even though hone 

members on that side of the House take flight when I rise up 

1 65 to reply •••• n He argued that he was but doing his duty in 

Parliament while others "slink around corners and into cabooses 

with the Ministers and collogue with them, get their ears, and, 

in that way, accomplish great things. And those of us who dare 

to address the Ministers in this House are accused of wasting 

. ,,166t lme. Even allowing for the natural tendency of opposition 

spokesmen to speak longer and more often than gQvernment support

ers, Davin's sense of duty does seem to have carried him some

what past the normal limits, for the entries under his name in 

the index to the 1897 Debates occupy some two and three-quarter 

columns, while those under the name of the Prime Minister are 

contained in three columns. Again, in 1899, Davin's entries 

take three and three-quarter columns, while only one more column 

is required for the Leader of the Opposition. 

This personal exchange, this good-natured if pointed give 

and take, had been, of course, part of Davin's debating style 

from the moment he entered the House in 1887, but in this Parlia

ment in which Davin sat in opposition one can detect an increasing 

bitterness between Davin and other individual members, particularly 

164 Ibid., June 4, 1898, Vol. II, c. 7019 ff. 

165 Ibid., Sept. 22, 1896(2), c. 1741. 

166 Ibid., May 18, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2487. 
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his North-West colleagues. As an example, something in Oliver's 

attitude towards him moved Davin to charge that the Alberta 

member was motivated by a desire to 

rise up and appear the protagonist to 
an indifferent and incapable member like 
myself, who has so badly, for ten years, 
represented the North-west in this House, 
and who has now to sit at the feet of 
this highly cultivated Gamaliel, and 
~ighly modest gentleman! who comes here 
to give me instruction. 67 

At a later session he referred to the "miserable, wretched, insect 

spirit" manifested by 01iver. 1 6 8 He traced with some sarcasm 

the circuitous route followed by Douglas of Assiniboia East who 

claimed first, according to Davin, to be an Independent Patron, 

and then an Independent Liberal, then an Independent Conservative 

Patron, and an Independent Liberal-Conservative before becoming 

a Liberal Grit Patron. "However, I am told now that the han. 

gentleman has blossomed into a full Liberal, and attends the 

Liberal caucus.,,169 

The intense bitterness which existed between Davin and T.O. 

Davis of Saskatchewan could barely be contained by the rules or 

conventions of parliamentary decorum. Davis described one of 

Davin's speeches as "a driftwood of ideas in a sea of self-con

ceited verbosity,,,170 and Davin himself as filling "the same 

167 .!.JliQ.. , Oct. 1, 1896(2), cc. 2399-2400. 

168 Ibid. , Apr. 21, 1897, Vol. I, c. 1044. 

169 Ibid., Hay 14, 1897, Vol. I, c. 2358. 

170 Ibid., Har. 27, 1899, Vol. I, c. 422. 
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role in this House that the clown does to a circus, or the end 

171 man to a minstrel troupe." Davin, on the other hand, after 

being repeatedly interrupted by Davis, said: 

Mr. Speaker, I call your attention to 
that boor from Saskatchewan, and I would 
ask you to keep him in order, or, if not, 
I will take the hone gentleman (Mr. Davis), 
in hand, and bring my whip down on his 
back, and make him rear so that he will 

is. 1 72 not know where he 

The next day Davin rose to correct a newspaper report of Ita 

rather one-sided wordy duel ll between himself and Davis in the 

corridors, saying: there could be no wordy altercation11 ••• 

between us, as, outside of this Chamber, I do not exchange 

courtesies with the hone member. 1I1 73 

Again, there appears to be more than parliamentary repartee 

in this retort to an interjection from McMullen: 

What a ghoul that is waking up from his 
crass dreams of stupidity! What a wretched 
moral ghoul the member for North Wellington 
is, making a remark like that, meaningless, 
having nothing to it, coming out of the 
malignant recesses of a heart that has never 
been able to learn humanity, as long as he 
has lived. 1 74 

Similarly, it is legitimate to question why Davin felt he had to 

turn on another interruption with this retort: "Will that 

bleached negro keep quiet?u1 7 5 Of course, it could have been 

171 Ibid., June 26, 1899, Vol. II, c. 5887.

172 Ibid., March 12, 1900, Vol. I, c. 1760.

173 Ibid., Mar. 13, 1900, Vol. I, c. 1788.

174 Ibid., July 28, 1899, Vol. III, c. 8900. The Deputy
Speaker intervened to say: tiThe hone gentleman will 
withdraw the expression 'stupidity.'" 

175 Ibid., Aug. 2, 1899, Vol. III, c. 9208. 
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that Davin had had things all his own way for too long. From 

1887 to 1896 he had been one of a comfortable and commanding 

majority in the House, and his territorial colleagues, amongst 

whom he was by all measures the leading backbench spokesman, 

had confessed the same political faith. Now, in opposition, he 

lacked the moral support of sheer numbers, and as the lone Tory 

from the North-West, the authority with which he had formerly 

spoken on territorial matters was frequently challenged. Yet 

surely Davin was too experienced in the ways of politics and 

Parliament not to have been prepared to make adjustments con

sequent to the changes in representation. He could not have 

expected Laurier to lean on him as an adviser on North-West 

affairs; he knew that Oliver and Moffat and Davis would take 

issue with him from time to time; he could have anticipated a 

certain arrogance amongst government supporters confident in 

their command of the House. There must be some other explanat

ion for the acrimony which in these later years all too frequently 

intruded itself into Davin's relationships with his fellow

parliamentarians, and the explanation might be that his political 

opponents were determined to discredit him in the House and the 

country in order to effect his personal defeat and the elimin

ation of Tory influence in the North-West. 

For example, Liberal members took every opportunity to 

charge Davin with having consistently spoken one way and voted 

another,176 and Davis particularly was zealous in his attempts 

176 See for example ibid., Sept. 24, 1896(2), c. 1941. 



-248

to demonstrate that Davin, as editor of the Regina Leader, had 

been the recipient of patronage from the Conservative govern

1 7 7 ment. While it is mere speculation to assume that this was 

part of a plan to defame the member for Assiniboia West, it is 

clear that Davin himself felt there was a conspiracy of sorts 

against him, for he pointed out to the House that the Senate had 

amended a certain bill by adding clauses which he himself had 

proposed in the Commons, but which had been defeated there be

cause, Davin charged: 

••• the members for Saskatchewan and 
Macdonald, those two charming specimens 
of humanity, and the member for Assiniboia 
-- did not want this reform, which they 
admitted was necessary, to pass in this 
House, forsooth, because Davin had pro
posed it and because Davin would get credit 

it. 1 78 for 

The Conservative attempt to unseat the Liberal government 

in 1900 was made in the face of prosperity for which the govern

ment, according to J.W. Dafoe, could claim credit uupon better 

grounds than are usually available in a case of this kind,u1 79 

and Davin and his Conservative associates found that the story 

of this prosperity lost nothing in the telling from Liberal plat

forms throughout the country. It was a prosperity, again accord

ing to Dafoe, resulting from the remodelled tariff and preferential 

177 See for example ibid., Mar. 1, 1900, Vol. I, c. 1115, and 
ibid., Mar. 7, 1900, Vol. I, c. 1464. The Public Accounts 
Committee investigated this matter and reported the 
evidence to the House without making recommendations or 
submitting findings. See ibid., July 16, 1900, Vol. III, 
cc. 10316-17. 

178 Ibid., Aug. 11, 1899, Vol. III, cc. 10226-27. 

179 John W. Dafoe, Clifford Sifton in Relation to his Times, 
Toronto, 1931, p. 201. 
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trade through which Canadian exports to Britain had increased 

by SO per cent, and a rising tide of immigration which in 1899 

alone had brought 10,000 new farmers to the prairie West. The 

result had been an impetus to business, substantial government 

surpluses, and the construction of a large number of much-needed 

public works. These buoyant conditions, Dafoe recalled, re

suIted in a contented people who "did not in the mass desire 

180 any change." It was clear too that this was no mere 

statistical or retrospective prosperity, for J.K. McInnis, 

editor of the Regina Standard and Patron candidate in Assiniboia 

West in 1896, could write in 1900: uThe government have selected 

a most favorable time for the fight. The country is more pro

sperous than it has ever been since Confederation. I,181 

Thus the most obvious issue upon which Laurier went to the 

people in 1900 was the issue of prosperity, an issue upon which 

all governments attempt to capitalize. Closely ass~ted with 

the prosperous conditions of the country, in the Liberal campaign 

at any rate, was the record of the government which included, 

according to an endorsation passed by the Liberal association of 

Medicine Hat, the following impressive accomplishments: settle

ment of the school question; reduction of the tariff; inaugur

ation of the British preference; participation in the South 

African War; development of transportation facilities; the penny 

post; abolition of land grants to railways; freight-rate con

180 Ibid., p. 200.

181 Regina Standard, Oct. 17, 1900, "Political Sermons. u
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cessions from railways; opening of the Yukon at no cost to 

the Dominion; abolition of the United States quarantine 

regulations; and reservation of Dominion lands for the settler, 

182not the speculator. It was, however, the tariff which was 

again and again singled out as the shibboleth by which the 

people of a modern Gilead could distinguish the fugitives; nAIl 

the Conservatives say," the Standard declaimed, tithe prefer

ential tariff is of no benefit to us, and that high protection 

1 8 3 1S t 1sca lCy . d i t i. h e on1 y f i 1 po1 . sUlted to our con 1tlons. n Further

more, the Standard suggested, to support the Conservative party 

"would be to return to protectionism with all its kindred 

eVils."184 The Conservative reply was, of course, to claim 

that Liberal tariff reductions were but a snare and a delusion, 

and that the British preference was meaningless, in the West at 

least, where very few items of British manufacture were in use. 

This was the line Davin took at meeting after meeting when, 

speaking on the tariff, he showed "how the people had been de

n1 8 S ceived and how much more they had to pay in consequence. 

Davin was nominated without opposition at a Conservative 

convention held in Moose Jaw on September 4, 1900, at which he 

"promised the same adherence to principle and the same independ

ence of party control as had ever been the leading feature of 

182 Regina Leader, Sept. 20, 1900, nHedicine Hat Liberals." 

183 Regina Standard, Oct. 17, 1900, "Political Sermons." 

184 Ibid., tlThe Candidates and the Parties." 

185 Regina~, Aug. 29, 1900, npublic Meetings." 
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h · n1861S course. This convention was described by the Regina 

~187 as tithe most representative body that ever gathered 

. h . h . eent oge ther po1 1. t'lca11y 1n t e Terr1tor1es,. n 1 88 and aV1ng b 

nominated under such circumstances, it was claimed that Davints 

"choice as representative should be as unanimous as his choice 

as candidate. Of his election there is no question. It is 

certain. tl1 8 9 The Liberals had brought out \valter Scott at a 

convention in June, but there appeared to be a certain defection 

in Liberal ranks, for Scott was regarded even by some Liberals 

as "the Sifton-Hachine candidate for West Assiniboia,,,190 and 

in September a group calling themselves the Senior Liberal 

Association passed the following resolution: 

Resolved, that in the opinion of 
this executive committee, the members 
of the Regina and District Liberal 
Association, and the Independents, are 
under no obligation to support the 
machine candidate, as we believe his 
election would be contrary to the 
principles of the Liberal platform laid 
down in Ottawa in 1893. 1 91 

This evidence of dissension was naturally seized upon by the 

Davinites who delighted to draw attention to the choice con

fronting the electors: 

186 Ibid., Sept. 5, 1900, "Liberal-Conservative Convention. n 

187 The \-{est, a Conservative newspaper and rabid opponent of 
Walter Scottts Leader, had commenced publication on Apr. 27, 
1899. Charles Willoughby, Peter McAra, and R.J. Westgate 
were the publishers. See Historical Directory of Saskatchewan 
Newspapers, 1878-1950, University of Saskatchewan, 1951, p.86. 

188 Sept. 12, 1900, "Mr. Davin Nominated." 

189 Ibid. 

190 ..!JU..si., Aug. 29, 1900, "The Leaderts tStatesmanship.t n 

191 Ibid., Sept. 12, 1900, U\iill Not Support the Machine." 
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One [candidate] chosen by a machine 
amidst the denunciation of the honest 
men of the party, the other chosen by 
the honest, unfettered vote of the 
entire party. One -- Mr. Scott the 
representative of a clique; the other 
-- Mr. Davin -- the free choice of the 
people. 1 9 2 

There was, perhaps, a certain poetic justice in all this both 

for the Conservatives and for Davin himself, for the Tories of 

Assiniboia West had borne the cross of disunity in their ranks 

in 1887 and 1891. Moreover, if Davin had regarded Scott as a 

Judas in 1896, he must have drawn some comfort from the knowledge 

that even in Liberal circles there were some who regarded him 

as a Johnny-corne-lately Liberal who, having campaigned for the 

Patrons in the last contest, "when the election was over, rushed 

up to the Reform Association rooms to join the Reform Associ

.atlon. 1,193 

Dafoe has described the Conservative campaign throughout 

the country as one of "wholesale vigorous denunciation [and] ••• 

1 oud an assured trumpetlngs 0f' 11
1 9 4 A . 'b'd ' vlctory.sslnl Ola West 

was no exception although the trumpets of victory were sounded 

more often by the Tory press than by the Tory candidate. On the 

platform and from the editorial columns of the West Davin and 

the Conservatives maintained a running attack on the Liberal 

government, the Liberal leaders, and the Liberal candidate. It 

192 Ibid., ttA Difference." 

193 Ibid., Oct. 3, 1900, "Old Liberals Endorse Mr. Davin. 1I 

This charge was made by a Mr. Pettingell, spokesman for 
the Senior Liberal Association, at a Davin meeting in 
Lumsden. 

194 Dafoe,~. cit., p. 200. 
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was claimed that there was a gulf of deceit between the campaign 

promises of 1896 and the programmes implemented during the last 

1 95 four years. Laurier, Bourassa, Sifton, and Tarte, but 

especially Sifton and Tarte were alluded to as symbols of the 

most sinister influences of eastern monopolies hand in glove 

with blatant machine politics. At a Lumsden meeting, for ex

ample, Davin claimed that he had no quarrel with true Liberals 

such as Brown and Hackenzie; his quarrel was with nSiftonism 

and Tarteism.,,196 A filler in the West suggested that "If 

Tarte could only devise a way of letting the contract to be 

win. n1 97 re-elected out to tender he might be able to Scott 

himself was charged with being "The nominee of the Sifton machine 

in West Assiniboia [and] a second Dr. Douglas in his slavish 

If ss r f d 1· h ,,198 Ssupport 0 f l'r. 1 ton s pet an pecu 1ar sc emes.... cott 

was charged further with the inconsistency of publicly opposing 

land subsidies to railways while running as a candidate for 

the party which had given a record subsidy to HcKenzie and Mann 

f or ht e Y ku on ·1 199ra1 way. 

In addition to this debate over promises, programmes, and 

personalities, the air was thick with charges of bribery and 

corruption at the hands of the ubiquitous Sifton machine. The 

195 See for example Regina West, Sept. 12, 1900, "Davin and 
Sifton." 

196 Regina Leader, Oct. 4, 1900, "Election Campaign." 

197 Regina West, Sept. 26, 1900. 

198 Ibid., Aug. 22, 1900, nA Contrast." 

199 Ibid., npre-Election Falsehoods." 
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West warned the "honest electors U in this notice early in the 

campaign: 

One of the West Elgin pluggers has been 
and is in town and has been in close 
conference with the leading Siftonian. 
This is not the only evidence that the 
machine is at work. Honest electors! 
Liberal and Conservative, beware of the 
machine. 20 0 

Again, the West urged all Davin's supporters to be sure their 

names were on the voters' lists, for the "machine" could be ex

pected to use every means to prevent known Conservatives from 

voting. 

It ought to be remembered that the 
Siftonites and monopolists have long 
since determined to defeat Mr. Davin no 
matter what it costs or how it is done. 
A desperate game is being played and 
they will resort to all manner of fraud
ulent devices. 201 

Finally, a few days before the election, Davin himself published 

a notice in the West addressed to his supporters and agents: 

We are already in a position to 
know positively that bribery is rampant 
on behalf of my opponent and sufficient 
evidence has already been accumulated to 
unseat my opponent if elected. I wish 
by this notice to warn all my supporters 
and agents that it is my desire that 
they in no way commit any infraction of 
the election act. I wish to be elected 
purely without the use of whiskey or 
money.202 

Notwithstanding all this, however, there was a positive side 

200 Ibid., Aug. 15, 1900.

201 Ibid., Oct. 17, 1900, nA Corrupt Threat."

202 Ibid., Oct. 31, 1900, 1tNotice. 1t
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to Davin's campaign as well, and his Address to the Electors 

embodied and summarized those proposals he had made from plat

forms throughout the constituency: he promised to work for 

duty-free agricultural implements; the suppression of trusts 

and combines; protection for coarse grains and wheat against 

importation of grain from the United States; the British pre

ference for wheat and cattle; "Lower freight rates with govern

ment ownership of railways as our goal"; improvement of the 

cold storage system; removal of the British embargo on cattle; 

effective livestock quarantine; a railway linking the Hudson's 

Bay with Winnipeg and some central point in the Territories, and 

a railway from Indian Head to Battleford via Saskatoon; drainage 

of the Dundurn marsh.; a well-water survey; a wise and economic 

immigration policy including funds to be spent in the North-West 

Territories, and the encouragement of female immigration to 

ease "the stres~ on the female head of the household" particu

larly as it is experienced at recurring intervals such as harvest; 

legislation to ensure the safety of railway crews and passengers; 

and amendment of the elevator act "to emancipate the shipper from 

20 3 . d . .. 11cramplng an oppresslve restrlctlons.· 

Having enumerated these planks Davin proceeded to remind 

the electors that there had been a government conspiracy against 

him in 1891 in spite of which "the farmers and the ranchers knew 

where their interest lay and were not unmindful of the past and 

stood behind me like a wall of steel." He saw a similar conspir

acy against him in the present contest, but nit is greatly re

203 Ibid., Oct. 24, 1900, uAddress to the Electors. tI 
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inforced and great monied interests are banded against me in 

support of the Sifton candidate." 

Farmers and ranchers of Western 
Assiniboia [he asked], are you going to 
allow party to place a ring in your nose 
to lead you against your own interest? 
Are you going to stand by while the 
interests I fought against in your be
half seek to bludgeon your watchdog? 
Can party infatuation and the blindness 
and madness of faction carry you thus 
far? I will never believe it. 

Electors of Western Assiniboia, you 
have before you my record. You have be
fore you my programme. I never forget 
how nobly you have again and again stood 
by me and I know my confidence this time 
as in the past will be justified by the 
event. 20 4 

From the Grit side of the fence, this programme, and indeed 

the whole Conservative campaign was greeted with derision. 

Davin's election address, according to the Leader was "the fierce 

screech of a defeated man; the wild cry of despair ••• ," and it 

stamped him as unfit for election because "He promises the im

205
possible all along." Conservative charges of Liberal corrup

tion were dismissed with these words: 

Totally lacking anything in the 
nature of a presentable policy or pro
gramme and unable to dispute the plain 
fact that instead of ruining the country 
as was prophesied the Liberal Government 
has managed the business of the country 
well, the Davin organs resort to the most 
despicable methods of conducting a politi
cal contest. 20 6 

204 Ibid. 

205 Regina Leader, Nov. 1, 1900, "Why You Should Not Vote for 
Hr. Davin." 

206 Ibid., Sept. 6, '1900, "Lies and Vituperation. 1t 
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Nevertheless~ the Leader did not hesitate to indulge in similar 

tactics: the West was referred to as 

••• the prejudiced sheet established at 
Regina by railway monopolists and grain 
combinesters to boom a discredited polit
ical tool and slander everything and 
everybody n~t saturated with its own 

" · t" . 207par t lsan no 10ns •••• 

Davin himself was again attacked with the old charges of having 

by some subterfuge acquired a timber limit in 1882 , 208 and with 

" h 1 f h'"l dId I" 209belng t e too 0 t e ral way magnates an an monopo lStS. 

Similarly, the Standard felt that the following piece of intell

igence would be of interest to the electors: 

President Shaughnessey of the C.P.R. 
passed through in his private car a few 
days ago. During a short stop at the 
station Nicholas Davin, after glancing 
around to make sure that he was not seen, 
slipped into the car and rode to Moose 
Jaw, returning by the next train. What 
was the object of that secret conference? 
Was it to explain to Shaughnessey why 
Davin denounces the Crow's Nest deal, 
after supporting it in Parliament? Fie, 
Nicholas! It looks bad to see a farmer's 
friend hobnobbing with the railway mag
nates at a time like this. 21 0 

In addition, the Leader found Davin's platform style quite in

tolerable, witness the following report of a meeting in Medicine 

Hat: 

207 ..lli.c!., Aug. 16, 1900, nCold Storage. tt 

208 Regina West, Oct. 3,1900" "The Timber Limit Fake." 

209 See for example Regina Leader, Nov. 1, 1900, "Why You Should 
Not Vote for Mr. Davin," and also Regina Standard, Oct. 31, 
1900, "Davin and the Townsites." 

210 Regina Standard, Oct. 3, 1900. 
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[Davin's] speech is not reportable. It 
was one torrent of offensive personal 
abuse couched in the foulest Billings
gates. Many of his friends felt very 
sore at his dragging the meeting down 
into such low guttersnipe talk. Several 
of the ladies present left the meeting. 21 1 

The highlight of the campaign was a series of meetings held 

at Regina, Swift Current, and Medicine Hat at which Davin and 

Clifford Sifton, the Liberal Minister of the Interior, shared 

the platform. When the announcement was made that Davin had 

accepted the challenge to debate with Sifton, the Saskatchewan 

Herald commented: "There will be music in the air in Western 

21 2 A " ola,·11 ut Just" W 0 ca11 e t h e tune at t ese "SSlnl"b" b h d h meetlngs 

seems to have depended on the political colouring of the reporter, 

for the West claimed that the bouquet presented to Davin at the 

Regina meeting was larger than the one presented to Sifton, 

clearly because Davin's reception was warmer,213 while the 

Leader, on the other hand, took issue with the West's assertion 

that Davin had carried all three meetings, classifying this claim 

as "a striking example of the policy of brag and bluster by 

which apparently Mr. Davin hopes to regain the confidence of the 

people of West Assiniboia. n 21 4 The fact was, according to the 

Leader, that even Davin's supporters acknowledged that he had 

never been seen on any platform in the constituency Itin so de

211 Regina Leader, Sept. 27, 1900, "Election Campaign."

212 Aug. 29, 1900.

213 Regina \iest, Sept. 12, 1900, "Davin and Sd f t on s "

214 Regina Leader, Sept. 20, 1900, "Davin and Sifton."
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S · f . ,,215pressed and tame a moo d as at h meetlngs.tel ton 

The meetings followed a similar pattern: Scott spoke 

briefly and then Sifton opened with an account, buttressed by 

facts and figures, of the successful Liberal stewardship; Davin 

followed with his criticism of the government's policies and 

record; Sifton closed with a rebuttal. Davin's standard attack 

was to show the weaknesses in the record of the government with 

respect to the tariff, railways, and land policy, and in addition 

to argue that the budgetary surpluses represented nothing so 

much as bad management. He claimed too that he, not Sifton, 

was the "father of constitutional government in the Territories,n 

216
since he had advocated each stage of this reform since 1887. 

Sifton, on the other hand, contrasted with telling effect the 

low-tariff policy of the Liberal party and the high-tariff 

advocated by the Tories, and he argued that while Davin might 

be a low-tariff man, his election would simply help to put the 

high-tariff party in office. 21 7 

The question of independence from party control was also 

debated by both candidates during the campaign. The premise that 

a member representing a territorial constituency, even though 

nominated at a party convention and elected on a party platform, 

must somehow remain independent of the party on issues affecting 

the North-West, was as much a feature of the 1900 campaign as it 

had been on previous occasions, although the approach of the two 

215 Ibid.

216 See Regina \vest, Sept. 12, 1900, "Davin and Sd f t on s "

217 Regina Leader, Sept. 13, 1900, uLiberal Meetings."
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candidates to this question showed some interesting distinctions. 

Scott. had avowed his independence in his written acceptance of 

the Liberal nomination: 

I feel justified in taking it for granted 
[he wrote] that I will be expected to act 
as a supporter of the present Government, 
but independent and untrammelled by any 
consideration other than the best interests 
of this riding and the territories as a 
whole in particular and the Dominion of 
Canada in general. 21 8 

There was a nice qualification to this declaration, however, 

for having acknowledged that not all Liberal policies were pre

cise reflections of territorial opinion, Scott went on to claim 

that: 

where the Liberal party's attitude i •• is 
wrong, the Conservative party's attitude 
is doubly wrong [and] ••• where the Liberal 
leaders are mistaken or deficient, the 

21 9 Conservative leaders are radically wrong. 

Moreover, his views on this question of independence led him to 

the conclusion that: 

For West Assiniboia to send again to the 
House of Commons a man wearing party 
shackles as binding as was proven to be 
the case with our present representative 
on the School Question in 1896 ••• would 
be a mistake which we hope will not be re
peated. 2 20 

It would perhaps be fair to observe, however, that a man who wears 

party-coloured spectacles need never fear the encumbrance of 

218 Ibid., June 28, 1900, "Hr. Scott Writes the Liberal Con
vention Chairman." 

220 Ibid. 
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party shackles. Still, in the course of the campaign Scott 

did indicate to the electors certain of those matters on which 

he differed with his leaders: at Moose Jaw on the platform 

with Sifton, for example, he stated his belief that "the present 

government had not satisfied the people of the North-West in 

the way of lowering duties,tt 2 21 and at Regina Sifton had praised 

him for his independence, reminding the audience that "it was 

the pride of the Liberal party that there was room for differ
222 

ences. u 

Davin's approach to the question, resolved through some 

thirteen years of parliamentary experience, was somewhat different. 

He dealt at some length with the fallacy of the "Independent" 

candidate, arguing that "the only independent man was the man 

of independent character and strong brain.,,223 Labels did not 

make a man independent; it was the ability of the party man to 

sway his party that was important. This was obviously the 

sense in which Davin used the word when he claimed in his elect

ion address that "Independence is as conspicuous in my banner 

today as it was in 1887, in 1891, in 1896 •••• ,,224 Davin's view 

of this issue was perhaps closer to the facts of political life; 

Scott's was likely closer to the sentiments of the electors. 

The campaign reached its climax in a blaze of confident 

but contradictory prediction: "The Flowing Tide is with the 

221 Regina West, Sept. 12, 1900, "The Moose Jaw Heeting." 

222 Regina Leader, Sept. 13, 1900, "Liberal Meetings. 1t 

223 Regina West, Sept. S, 1900, "Mr. Davin and Independence. 1I 

224 Ibid., Oct. 24, 1900, "Address to the Electors. 1I 
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Liberal Candidate Wherever He Goes; Davin is Defeated Sure!" 

So read a Leader headline on October 25, and on November 1, 

the Leader proclaimed: nWalter Scott Will Win." Not to be 

outdone, the West announced on November 6, the day before the 

election, nDavin Triumphant," and "A Clean Sweep," predicting 

that the Territories would go Conservative with large majorities. 

However, when the acrid smoke of the campaign which had filled 

the air for several weeks had cleared on polling day, the count 

showed the decision of the electors to be 2,093 to 1,861 in 

favour of Scott. The Titan had fallen; Davin had been defeated. 

The West was quick to suggest the causes of Davin's defeat; 

amongst those mentioned most frequently were: good times, 

corrupt and illegal methods used by the Liberals, large donat

ions to the Liberal campaign by eastern manufacturers who saw 

Davin as "an enemy to their protected interests," and the lack 

.. 1 hI· 225o f support f rom terrltorla Conservatives suc as Hau taln. 

Later the West reprinted an editorial from the Winnipeg Telegram 

which showed that one wheel at least had come full cycle: 

The manner in which the Mounted Police 
vote was manipulated shows that it was 
not without purpose that the Government 
insisted upon the retirement of Colonel 
Herchmer and the appointment in his place 
of a Grit partizan. 2 26 

Davin himself alluded to these charges of corrupt election pract

ices in a letter to Sir Charles Tupper: 

Lest m¥ letter to Ottawa shd have 
missed you I write to say how much I felt 

225 See Regina West, Nov. 7, 1900, "The Result," "West Assiniboia,n 
and "The Territorial Situation. 1t 

226 Ibid., Nov. 14, 1900, "The Election in West Assiniboia." 
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your defeat in Cape Breton and the 
defeat of the party which you have 
led so nobly. You will have learned 
already by what outrageously illegal 
violence this constituency has been 
carried against us. 22 7 

These reasons, however, valid as they may be as the initial 

reaction of the candidate to his defeat, are less than satisfying 

to the historian, and in fact do less than justice to Davin him

self. One of his associates, writing some years later, suggested 

that in addition to the popularity of Laurier and the tide of 

prosperity born apparently of Laurier Liberalism, there were 

other significant factors in the Conservative defeat such as 

a new population with no personal loyalty to Davin, and a highly 

efficient political organization in opposition to him. 2 28 Again, 

there is the factor of Scott, his opponent, and another observer 

came very close to the mark when he said: 

Davin always regarded Scott's accept
ance of the Liberal nomination as the 
act of an ingrate. He was probably 
indiscreet in his expression of his 
feelings, for the little prairie town 
of that day regarded Scott as one of 
its own and Davin, despite his long 
residence, as a being from the outside 
world. 2 29 

Two contemporary comments also bear upon the fundamental 

causes. The editor of the Leader had written a week or so before 

the election: 

227 Davin to Tupper, Nov. 10, 1900, Sir Charles Tupper Papers, 
1900, No. 849, P.A.C. 

228 Hamilton,~. cit., p. 14. 

229 Charlesworth,~. cit., pp. 28-29. 



-26~-

This country has grown too big and 
too fast for Mr. Davin. However much he 
may have suited the community in embryo, 
if he did then suit it, he has not ad
vanced with it and does not suit it now. 
To put the matter roughly, he is played 
out, ••• 230 

In conjunction with this observation, the following item from 

the Edmonton Bulletin is of particular significance: 

Sir Chas. Tupper was not of this day. 
He lived in the past. Canada lives in 
the present and looks to the future; Sir 
Charles lived in the days of Confeder
ation. 231 

In other words, Davin's defeat represented the end of an era in 

the North-West Territories. He and his party had given leader

ship to the country at a time when the young Dominion was groping 

its way towards nationhood, and when the Territories were taking 

the first steps towards full participation in Dominion affairs. 

This was perhaps a time to rely on the paternalism of tradition 

inherent in the party of the National Policy and the British 

connection. By 1900, however, conditions were ripe for a bolder 

pragmatism, for an experimental approach to a national individ

ualism, and the Liberal party, unhampered by the commitments of 

policy or philosophy, stood ready to lead the Dominion in this 

next stage of development. 

Davin, for all the liberalism of his intellect, was a 

political and philosophic conservative. He could accept but 

not justify the tenets of popular democracy; he believed, if not 

230 Regina Leader, Oct. 25, 1900, "The Campaign in West Assiniboia. 

231 Nov. 12, 1900. 
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in the right then at least in the responsibility of an 'lite 

to occupy the high offices of the land; he conceived the role 

of government to be not merely to ensure equality in competition, 

but inevitably to protect the weak against the strong. He was 

by no means a hide-bound Tory, but his instincts were essentially 

paternalistic; he did not begrudge progress or fear change, still 

he acknowledged a fundamental loyalty to tradition. This was 

Davin's conservatism; this was the conservatism which, as the 

Leader said, "may have suited the community in embryo"; this was 

a conservatism which made Davin, as the Bulletin said of Tupper, 

"not of this day"; this was at bottom the reason why in 1900 

the electors of Assiniboia West rejected the honourable member 

for Dixie. 



EPILOGUE

A SINGLE GRAVE

Davin's defeat in 1900 brought to an end a political career 

which had spanned almost twenty-fiv~ eventful years, for thir

teen of which he had represented Assiniboia West in the House 

of Commons. His own assessment of that career as a Member of 

Parliament and the representative of a territorial constituency 

is to be found in part at least in his valedictory published in 

the Regina West on November 21, 1900: 

And now farewell [he wrote]. I thank 
you all for your kindness and consideration 
for thirteen, I might say eighteen years, 
for before we had representation I did the 
work of a member of Parliament and general 
adviser. In those days there were grievances 
to be redressed and wrongs to be ri hted; 
we were in the wilderness. There a e not 
many of you to whose business I hav not 
attended. You know, or should know whether 
I have ~pared or cared for myself, r spared 
any man or body, or government when your 
interest was opposed. You may be s re that 
though the intimate relationship be ween us 
is no more, you will always be near my heart. 
I still believed in the North-West hen most, 
if not all, began to doubt; it was y duty 
to feed the fainting flame of hope; to bid, 
"Be of good courage"; and it has be n my 
happy fortune to be at your head wh n we 
entered into abundant prosperity. hose 
whom I have watched in doubt, anxie y and 
care I have lived to see rich, conf"dent 
and happy, and I pray God you may g forward, 
ever increasing in the possession 0 all that 1 
truly contributes to well-being and happiness. 

There is to be found also in this valedictory an assessment of 

the causes of his defeat best summarized in the sentence in 

which he claimed: "Not in the worst d~ys of the Third Empire 

1 "To the Electors of Western Assiniboia." 
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in France was there ever a more flagrant attempt to guillotine 

2
electoral opinion. n Finally, there is also in the address an 

indication of regret at the outcome, a regret which, one sus

peets, ran far deeper even than Davin cared to acknowledge: 

"1 regret the result," he said, "but not for myself. I would 

3 
not have severed the tie. It is severed and I am free." 

Whatever the actual causes of Davin's defeat may have been, 

it is likely that there were many in Assiniboia West who would 

have agreed with the editor of the Standard when he wrote: "Mr. 

Davin was defeated four years ago. He is unquestionably defeated 

now •••• n4 There were probably many too who w~uld have agreed 

with the editor when he added, in what was for him an uncharacter

istic burst of charity: "With all his faults [Davin] is a man 

5 
of many good parts and will probably be heard from again." Or 

perhaps the Brandon Sun reflected western opinion more accurately 

in these words: 

Probably it is a good thing all around that 
[Davin] is defeated, yet the good-natured, 
bald-headed, velvet-coated, blarney-covered 
Irishman will be missed in Ottawa far more

6than many a better man. 

Still defeat is never palatable even for the politician 

who must know that failure as well as success frequently depend 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Regina Standard, Nov •. 7, 1900, "After the Ba t t Le , n 

5 Ibid. 

6 Quoted in Earl 
1955, p. 107. 

G. Drake, Regina The Queen City, Toronto, 
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upon the sometimes inexplicable and volatile whims of an 

electorate, and in his calmer moments Davin may have remembered, 

with a certain irony, a comment respecting J.K. McInnis which 

he had made four years earlier to Walter Scott: 

Too many people will swallow anything & 
give themselves up to the lowest Charlatan 
-- So much so that any public man who looks 
for gratitude is a fool. You remember what 
Cromwell said when the crowds were cheering 
him -- "they wd cheer in the same way if I 
was being led to the block." The applause 
of a man's own self respect -- his honest 
pride as a man of honour -- or if he be a 
religious man God's approval -- this is all. 
It is a sad way of looking [at] it, but it 
is the true way. I do not feel indignation 
against -- I have nothing but pity & I am 
sorry to say contempt for those men for 
whom I did all in my power & in doing this 
sacrificed political promotion with as 
light a heart as I wd fling a weed aside & 
who at the bidding of cranks turn aside to 
take for leader as Iowa type of man as it 
was ever my fate to know. 7 

Yet Davin must have found it difficult to sustain himself with 

the applause of his own self-respect and uhis honest pride as a 

man of honour," for embedded deep in his own assessment of 

political events of the last few years was the conviction that 

he had been the victim of a determined and ruthless conspiracy. 

This conviction had been manifest from time to time in the 

course of debate in the House of Commons, and it had become al

most a theme of the editorial campaign conducted on Davin's 

behalf by the Regina West during the 1900 contest. Whether or 

not there was in fact a "conspiracy" against Davin cannot now 

be demonstrated, and indeed, even if a case could be documented, 

7 Davin to Scott, Mar. 5, 1896, Scott Papers, A.S. 
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there would arise the question of distinguishing between legit i

mate political opposition, the object of which is to defeat an 

opponent, and a "conspiracy" to bring about the defeat of a 

particular politician. Similarly, the accusation that Davin 

was defeated by the machinations of the "Sifton machine" raises 

the question of determining the point at which an effective and 

resourceful political organization loses its respectability and 

acquires the sinister characteristics of a political "machine." 

Nevertheless, without attempting to define the terms or to 

determine the validity of the charges, it is sufficient to 

recognize as a fact Davin's own belief that there had been a 

"conspiracy" against him and that the Liberal campaign had been 

conducted somewhat less than fairly by an unscrupulous "machine." 

After his defeat, which Hamilton says Davin accepted 

"gracefully," 8 he devoted his time to literary activities, and 

produced the manuscript of a novel entitled Dorsal Ray.9 His 

professional card as a barrister had appeared for some time in 

the Regina West, but having been divorced from the practice of 

law for nearly a quarter of a century, it i$unlikely that he 

8 Hamilton,~. cit., p. 15. 

9 Davin claimed that this novel was a conception of his 
youth. See Z.M. Hamilton, "Nicholas Flood Davin," unpub
lished ms in SHS 14, A.S. The novel was never published, 
but the Hon. W.J. Tupper of Winnipeg, who read the ms, was 
of the opinion that nit deserved a better fate than to be 
stillborn from the author's typewriter." See Stubbs, ~.
cit., p. 15. Various attempts have since been made without 
success to locate this ms, which, by 1938 had disappeared 
from the vault of the Tupper law firm in Winnipeg. See 
correspondence with Mr. R. St. G. Stubbs and with Mr. 
Alexander Adams of Tupper, Adams & Co., Winnipeg, in 
possession of the author. 
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. . 10 d I .was able to deve 1 op an act1ve pract1ce, an tlere 1S no 

indication of any other source of income during this period 

except perhaps certain editorial work for the West. Politi

cally, so his friends claimed, he was still a force to be reckoned 

with, for "He had a great following in the country and at any 

time could have headed a movement that might have shaken the 

'Seats of the Highty' to their foundations. n l l Any criticism 

of Davin could therefore be interpreted by his friends as 

further evidence of that conspiracy which they believed had 

defeated him, and indeed, they were convinced that "the victors 

[had] entered upon a planned scheme of prosecution [sic] almost 

incredible in its malignity. [Davin] was daily held up to 

ridicule in the press, and no attempt was spared to humiliate 

12
him. tt There would appear to be at least some foundation to 

these charges, for although Davin was still a newsworthy figure 

and his parliamentary and editorial career still a matter of 

public record and interest, the Leader particularly seems to 

have gone out of its way to re-open old quarrels and to remind 

its readers that Davin had been ua corporation beneficiary and 

a tool," and had been in the habit of "getting grafts in the 

10 Davin had been enrolled as an Advocate of the North-West 
Territories on Jan. 11, 1886. See Roll of Advocates of 
the North-West Territories, Law Society of Saskatchewan, 
Regina. He was made a Queen's Counsellor by the Dominion 
Government in 1892. See The Canadian Parliamentary 
Companion, 1897, p. 128. The Parliamentary Guide and Work 
~ General Reference, 1898-9, p. 50, gives the date of his 
Q.C. as 1890. 

11 Hamilton, "Nicholas Flood Davin,u loc. cit. This was 
written some fifty years later. 
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public funds irregularly and illegally."13 Even some nine 

months after the election the Leader felt the following ~tem

worthy of space on the editorial page: 

Reported, that Conservatives of Lisgar 
have asked Mr. Foster t""o be a candidate. 
Notable, that offers of a seat have not 
reached N.F.D. in overwhelming numbers. 1 4 

However, the most important single instance supporting the 

claim that there existed a "planned scheme of persecution," 

occurred on the occasion of the visit of the Duke and Duchess 

of Cornwall and York to Regina in early October of 1901. A state 

luncheon was arranged at Government House to which Mrs. Davin, 

as president of the Daughters of the Empire, was invited, but 

. h i If . d .. . IS}J Ch 1 thDaVln lmse recelve no lnvltatlon. lector ar eswor 

gives an account of this incident in these words: 

John Ewan of the Globe and myself met Davin 
strolling along the muddy main street at a 
time when every other prominent local resi
dent was at a reception at Government House, 
Regina then being the capital of the Northwest 
Territories. We learned that although he was 

13 Regina Leader, Jan. 17, 1901, "Badly Treated, Indeed." 
See also Regina Standard, May 1, 1901, "Talking Back to 
the Counties." 

14 Regina Leader, Aug. 1, 1901. 

IS See Hamilton, "Men Important in Early History of Saskatchewan"; 
see also Regina West, Oct. 2, 1901, tlWanting in Duty and 
Capacity," and i..Qi..Q.., "The Royal Visit." It appears that 
the original intention was that no ladies would be invited, 
but when the plans were changed to include the ladies, a 
number, like Mrs. Davin, found that their husbands had not 
been included. While a number of these ladies accepted the 
invitation, others, amongst whom was Mrs. Davin, sent "flat 
& politely indignant refusals." See "Visit of their Royal 
Highnesses to the West," SHS 14, A.S. This is a handwritten 
document signed by Davin. For the Lieutenant-Governorts 
version, see Regina Leader, Oct. 10, 1901. 
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by all odds the most widely-known citizen 
of Saskatchewan [sic] his name had been 
dropped from the list of official invitat
ions, though his wife was invited. Lack 
of accommodation was the excuse given, and 
Davin laughed as he recounted the episode, 
but his laugh was not hearty, -- unmistakably 
sad and bitter, in truth. 1 6 

It seems difficult to believe that this was a mere oversight or 

that accommodation was quite so limited; on the contrary, the 

incident has the earmarks of a calculated snub, but whatever the 

reason there seems to be no doubt that Davin was deeply wounded. 

A few days after this incident, on October 8, 1901, Davin 

~£eft Regina for Winnipeg on a business trip.17 He was expected 

back on October 14, but he later wired Mrs. Davin that he would 

be delayed until the 16th. When he did not return then, Mrs. 

Davin became somewhat concerned and regularly met the Winnipeg 

train. Davin had left Regina in good spirits, and friends who 

saw him in Winnipeg reported that he was as buoyant as ever, 

but beneath this buoyancy his close associates could detect a 

certain despondency. 

On Friday, October 18, Davin bought a revolver from Ash

down's hardware, but being unfamiliar with firearms, he managed 

to jamb the mechanism. When he returned the weapon to the store 

a few hours later, the clerk did not attempt repairs, but simply 

took the revolver and refunded the purchase price saying, "Mr. 

Davin, you do not want this revolver today." Later in the day 

he purchased a .32 calibre revolver at Baskerville's hardware, 

16 ~. cit., p. 29. 

17 The following account is based on reports in Regina West, 
Oct. 23, 1901, ltMr. Davin's Tragic Death," and Regina 
Leader, Oct. 24, 1901, "Death of Hr. Davin. n 
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remarking that the weapon was intended for shooting cats. He 

then took a taxi back to his hotel, and asked the driver to 

wait while he packed his bags, but the driver waited in vain 

for his passenger, for when the porter went up to Davin's rooms 

for the luggage he found him lying on the bed, the revolver 

clutched in his right hand, and a bullet hole in his head. 

Amongst his personal belongings was $6.80 in cash and an unopened 

letter from his wife which the bell boy had delivered to him that 

same afternoon. The last person to see Davin alive was a chamber

maid who, from the window of a room facing his, saw him about 

3:50 p.m. standing at the window tapping the revolver against 

the sash. Under the circumstances, the coroner deemed an in

quest unnecessary. The citizens of Regina learned of the tragedy 

shortly after 5:00 p.m. when a rush telegram was received which 

read: uN.F. Davin committed suicide by shooting himself late 

this afternoon in his room at the Clarendon hotel. u 

The Regina West attempted to reconstruct the final scene 

as follows: 

It is not difficult to fill in the 
gaps between known facts and to satisfy 
our minds as to the state of mind in 
which Mr. Davin was. We see him arrang
ing to come home, then hesitating and 
remaining, evidently struggling with him
self as to what to do. We see him, too, 
sitting in his room pondering over con
ditions, reviewing his life, the pictures 
of home before him, the unopened letter 
coming as it did as a last affectionate 
appeal from a wife to whom he was devotedly 
attached, resisting the impulse to open 
it, casting aside the thoughts of the 
fearfulness of what he was doing he turned 
the weapon-death upon himself. The de
pression under which he was suffering must 
have been very great, but no greater than 
the cause of it. 
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Davin was buried in Beechwood Cemetery in Ottawa on 

October 22, 1901. In December the West announced that a 

committee had been formed to raise funds to erect a memorial, 

and a subscription list was opened. On July 2, 1903, the monu

ment, designed byW.S. Allward, was unveiled by Sir Charles 

Tupper at a ceremony which included an address by Professor 

Clark of Trinity University, Toronto, and for which a memorial 

ode had been written by W. Wilfred Campbell. l S The monument, 

according to the inscription, had been erected by Davin's 

••• parliamentary associates and other 
friends as a lasting proof of the esteem 
and affection which they entertained for 
one whose character was strongly marked 
by sincerity and fearlessness; whose 
mind by vivacity and clearness of compre
hension; and whose classical scholarship 
and wide culture united to his brilliant 
oratory and singular wit, made him eminent 
in debate and delightful in society. 

Davin himself left no explanation for his act of self-

violence, and any conclusions drawn at the time or later must 

therefore be merely speculative, but a variety of reasons were 

advanced each of which may have had a certain validity: a 

former parliamentary associate suggested that it was "acute de

19 .
spondency brought on by financial embarrassment"; some medlcal 

friends were of the opinion that the rash act had been due to a 

mental imbalance resulting from a fall some ten days earlier 

20which had caused Davin to strike his head upon a box; the West 

18 Canadian Annual Review of Public Affairs, 1903, Toronto, 
1904, p. 563. 

19 Regina Leader, Oct. 24, 1901, "Death of Hr. Davin. 1I 

20 Regina \vest, Oct. 30, 1901, liThe Last Sad R'i t e s s " 
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expressed the view that the "bitterly personal n opposition 

which was "often utterly false and unfounded" had hounded him 

with charges which contained nnot a scintilla of truth," there

by "hastening his endu; 21 Hrs. Davin emphatically denied that 

political, financial, domestic, or business worries had anything 

to do with her husband's death which she attributed solely to 

the fall. 2 2 The Leader felt it necessary to refute the suggest

ions that Davin had been hounded to death by bitter personal 

attacks; on the contrary, the Leader claimed, nit was rebuffs 

from within the Conservative party which affected Hr. Davin 

more than his overturn by the Liberals. n 23 An item on this 

subject in the Toronto Telegram read in part: 

If Nicholas Flood Davin had preferred 
principle to party the record of having 
voted against coercion [in 1896J would 
have saved him from defeat in West 
Assiniboia [in 1900J, and he would have 
never tired of life when life meant the 
continued enjoyment of a seat in Parlia
ment. 24 

It would seem, however, that any valid explanation of 

Davin's last act must of necessity take into some account his 

political defeat and his sense of persecution, for he had never 

been a wealthy man and it is unlikely that a temporary financial 

setback would lead him to such extreme measures, and furthermore, 

suicides need not, as a rule, be preceded by a blow on the head. 

21 Ibid. , Oct. 23, 1901 , "Hr. Davin's Dea t h .It 

22 Regina Leader, Nov. 7, 1901, "The Newspaper Ghouls." 

23 Ibid. 

24 As quoted in Regina Standard, Nov. 13, 1900, "Ruined by Party." 
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Rather, the despondency which led to his death may have resulted 

from a strong sense of isolation from humanity which, to a man 

of Davin's sensitive nature, could be worse than death itself. 

We learn from Hector Charlesworth, for example, that Davin was 

a vain man, although uhis vanity was not unjustified by his 

talents, and he was manifestly grateful for the smallest atten

25
tion he might receive from the press. 1t However, criticism 

unrelieved by at least a modicum of adulation was not the sort 

of attention he craved. Davin, it would seem, needed an audience 

for his scholarship and a platform for his rhetoric; he lost 

the one with the sale of the Leader in 1895-96; he lost the 

other with his electoral defeat in 1900. He could have sensed 

too that for him the West could never become what the Leader 

had been in western journalism, and that in 1901 at the age of 

58,. against an opponent who was only 34, he had little hope of 

re-entering politics. Moreover, he may have still held to the 

view he had expressed some years earlier in an essay prepared 

for the Osgoode Legal and Literary Society: "The present belongs 

to the older men,lt he had written, "and may it long belong to 

26
them. But the future is for the young. 1I By the fall of 1901, 

then, it might well have appeared to Davin that the present had 

slipped through his fingers, and the future was beyond his grasp • 

.Thus, defeated by his opponents, and apparently to some extent 

rejected even by his friends, for although a party man he had 

25 Q£. cit., p. 23.

26 N.F. Davin, Great Speeches, Toronto, 1881, p. 16.
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never been an easy follower, and surrounded by an atmosphere 

of bitter partisanship, Davin could have felt, with Hamlet: 

How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable 
Seem to me all the uses of this world. 

And with the Prince of Denmark he could have asked the timeless 

question, knowing, probably by heart, those lines in which 

Hamlet had suggested a final solution: 

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
Th' oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,
The pangs of despis'd love, the law's delay,
The insolence of office, and the spurns
That patient merit of thY unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make
With a bare bodkin?

Davin's death was noted editorially throughout the country. 

In Regina, the West claimed that he had been "much more of a 

statesman than a politician," and went on to list among his 

statesmanlike accomplishments the improvement of the land laws, 

reforms pertaining to the Mounted Police, the Indian industrial 

school system, the dairy industry, and the very existence of 

the North-West Territories, and of his career in general the 

West suggested: 

••• his adherence to what he considered right 
in preference to the more doubtful course 
has been strangely misinterpreted by a portion 
of the community. As a statesman he conceived 
it to be his duty to safeguard the interest 
of his constituents irrespective of the 
personal effect his course might have. 27 

The Regina Leader commented: 

He was an unbending partisan, but subservi
ence was a role bitterly distasteful to 
him. Until 1896 his record as a Parlia
mentarian gave him a right to claim 

27 Regina West, Oct. 23, 1901, "Mr. Davin's Death." 
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independence. Party pressure then caused 
him to take a course upon the Manitoba 
school question contrary to that dictated 
by his own judgement. 2 8 

The Regina Standard Ucast its sprig of evergreen" on Davin's 

29 
grave in a short account on the back page. 

Beyond the capital, other territorial papers paid their 

tributes. The editor of the Calgary Herald wrote: 

His life was inseparably bound up in the 
West and he himself used to say with that 
vanity we of commoner clay would some
times cavil at, but which was born of the 
knowledge of true purpose "the history of 
the west can never be written without 
being closely associated with my name." 
•••• Time and again he showed that he was 
actuated by no base ambition by placing 
himself at variance with his party. Once 
it is well known he sacrificed his chances 
for cabinet position by taking what he 
considered the right course. 30 

The Edmonton Bulletin acknowledged that "Possibly his way was 

not always the best way, but it was the best way as he saw and 

31
understood it to the limit of his ability." The Saskatchewan 

Herald claimed: 

He is best known throughout the Terri
tories ••• as a painstaking and aggressive 
member of Parliament where the interests 
of the settler were involved. It is to 
him more than anyone else is due the 
possession of many of the privileges they 
enjoy; and in battling for them he often 
incurred the displeasure of the Govern
ment of the day, who too often tried to 

28 Oct. 24, 1901, uNicholas Flood Davin." 

29 See Oct. 23, 1901, "Mr. Davin is Dead." 

30 As quoted in Regina \{est, Oct. 30, 1901, "The Last Sad Rites." 

31 Oct. 21, 1901, "N.F. Davin Dead." 
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govern the Territories by the obscure 
light confined within the four walls of 
the office in the capital. 3 2 

In Winnipeg, the Free Press commented: 

He was a man fashioned on no ordinary 
model. His bonhommie, his high spirits, 
the brilliance of his conversation, his 
exceptional talents as writer and speaker, 
and above all a certain indefinable Celtic 
atmosphere of gayety and buoyancy which 
envelopped him, made his conquest of the 
Canadian people an easy one when he came 
among us first thirty years ago. 33 

The Tribune paid a temperate tribute: 

We never regarded him as an admirable 
public man. We never praised him as such 
during his life, and consistency forbids 
us to do so now that he is gone •••• There 
was much about Mr. Davin that could honestly 
be praised. He was bright,breezy, witty, 
and at times even brilliant. He had a 
warm Irish personality that was difficult 
to resist. With his varied talents and 
excellent literary attainments, coupled 
with the untiring energy which he undoubt
edly possessed, there was no position in 
the gift of the Canadian people to which he 
might not have succ~ssfully aspired, had he 
only been gifted with sounder judgment. 3 4 

The Morning Telegram of Winnipeg added: 

In the world of hard facts the exceptional 
natures never find perfect adjustment. It 
is this struggle between the individual 
human being and the general conditions of 
the world that forms the great theme of 
Greek tragedy and, indeed, of all tragedy. 
There was much of this tragedy about Mr. 
Davin's life •••• The end was but its 
culmination. 3S 

32 Oct. 23, 1901, "Nicholas Flood Davin. 1t 

33 Winnipeg Free Press, Oct. 19, 1901. 

34 Winnipeg Tribune, Oct. 19, 1901. 

3S As quoted in Regina \vest, Oct. 30, 1901, "The Last Sad Rites." 
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From the eastern provinces came observations on Davin and 

his career such as this from the Toronto Globe: n ••• opponents 

could always feel that beneath the sweeping torrent of rhetoric 
~ 36 

there was an undercurrent of good nature and human sympathy •••• " 

The Montreal Gazette referred to his "curiously interesting life," 

and expressed the opinion that he had been brilliant but in

effective. n 3 7 The Montreal Herald contended: "That steadiness 

and reliability which are the chief [qualities which inspire 

confidence] he lacked ... and when political adversity came he 

was unable to stand up to it. n 3 8 On the other hand, the St. 

John Sun pointed out that: 

In fighting this battle [for the people 
of the West] he served the whole country 
and the empire well. In making his pro
test against the official methods of his 
own leader he may have made enemies but 
he also made friends. 3 9 

The Mail and Empire claimed that UEloquence was his only weapon; 

reason was the only shield he carried"; and again: "Deception 

was not in his line; trickery was beneath him"; and continuing: 

Mr. Davin's frankness, his high ideal of 
public duty, carried him into parliament 
three times; but in the end they failed 
him. Other methods had been introduced. 40 

Yet these comments, whether of fulsome praise or restrain

ed tribute, were but the observations of contemporaries who had 

36 As quoted 
Davin. u 

in Regina Leader, Oct. 24, 1901, "Death of Mr. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 As quoted in Regina \ves t, Oct. 30, 1901, "The Last Sad Rites. It 

40 Ibid. 
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watched Davin's career from one side or the other of the 

political battle lines of the day. While they provide a measure 

of the impact he had made on Canadian public life, they are 

valid assessments of his career only after due allowance has 

been made for the historical myopia of the observers. The 

principle has been expressed poetically in lines quoted by Dafoe 

in his study of Laurier: 

Ne'er of the living can the living judge, 
Too blind the affection or too fresh the grudge. 

This principle was never more clearly demonstrated than in the 

case of Nicholas Flood Davin, for not only had he been a contro

versial public figure, but being a man of strong opinion and 

forceful expression, with a flamboyance of dress, mannerism, 

and intellect, he could not have been an easy man to know. 

Characteristics which one observer might admire could easily re

pel another while both might fall short of detecting beneath the 

arresting surface the true nature of the man. This is not, of 

course, to say that these contemporary judgements were faulty 

or inaccurate, but only that no single observation could ade

quately describe Davin's character or assess his career. It is 

rather through a synthesis of such judgements that one can hope 

to gain an understanding of Davin's nature and an appreciation 

of his role in the public life of his day. In making such a 

synthesis, the historian has the advantage of a remote perspective, 

for if time does not heal all wounds, it can at least assist in 

reducing the trivia of controversy to reasonable proportions, 

and in classifying in some order of magnitude the strengths and 

weaknesses of Davin's character and the failures and accomplish



-282

ments of his career. 

Much of the controversy surrounding Davin arose from that 

suspicion of partyism which had been a characterLstic of North

West politics from the beginning. In the settlers' view, 

western interests could not be entrusted to the political parties 

alone, and therefore a certain independence was demanded of 

territorial representatives. Thus, to his detractors, Davin 

was but a tool of the party he served, while to his supporters 

his career demonstrated an unexampled independence from party 

control. There is, however, a fundamental error in attempting 

to assess a politician as a representative of people or of party, 

for the two aspects cannot be differentiated. Walter Bagehot 

has laid down the proposition that "party organization is the 

41 vital principle of representative government,n and it follows 

that in the British system people are represented through parties, 

the classic definitions of which allow for a variety of opinion 

over and above a set of common principles. Davin was by all 

assessments a party man, but because of this he was no less a 

representative of the North-West Territories since his conception 

of political independence was founded on the belief that a man 

of independent mind had both the right and the duty to press 

his views on his party and on the House as the circumstances of 

the case demanded. This Davin did, and his record abounds with 

instances in which he pleaded the cause of the North-West settler 

in the privacy of a party conclave as well as on the floor of 

the House where, in certain circumstances, he was prepared to 

41 The English Constitution, London, 1909, p. 143. 
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carry the issue to a division. 

Yet the implementation of this concept of independence 

within party requires a fine sense of balance and timing, for 

in accepting the party principle of parliamentary government, 

one must also accept the principle of obedience to leaders, for 

without the latter, the former falls to the ground. This need 

not imply a slavish subservience, for it is possible within 

broad limits for a party man whose views on certain issues may 

be at variance with those of his leaders to give consideration 

to those circumstances in which he can, on occasion, vote against 

his party or abstain. Such consideration cannot, of course, be 

reduced to a set of rules, and mu~t take into account the reaction 

of both the party and the constituency in each particular cir

cumstance. Thus, if Davin's relationships with party or 

constituency are to be subjected to criticism, that criticism 

cannot be formulated either in terms of subservience to party 

or disloyalty to leaders. If Davin is to be criticized at all 

for his conduct in this area it should be because his view of 

the relationship of the member to his party and to his constit

uency, while valid in a more mature parliamentary democracy, 

represented a somewhat advanced and subtle theory of politics 

which could not be accepted as a convention of parliamentary 

government in the Canada of his day. 

In this same context of partyism Davin was also charged 

from time to time with being a self-seeking partisan motivated 

solely by a desire to satisfy his boundless ambition through 

his political connections. That he was ambitious seems beyond 

dispute; that he regarded his political service as entitling 
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him to consideration from his party is a matter of record; 

that he considered his talents warranted his elevation to 

ministerial rank is implicit in his conduct in the House on 

various occasions and in his correspondence with Scott during 

the 1896 crisis. However, to regard Davin's ambition in itself 

as unworthy is to ignore the fact that in other circumstances 

ambition is a respected North American virtue. To castigate 

Davin for seeking political rewards is to overlook those many 

occasions on which others less able have been regarded as more 

worthy. Indeed, it could be argued that Davin's claims to 

political preferment, obvious as they may have seemed to out

siders and to himself, did not rank high with the hierarchy of 

the Conservative party, for while it is true that he was 

commissioned to undertake a study of Indian education and was 

later appointed secretary to two Royal Commissions, these could 

by no means be regarded as juicy political plums, and Davin was 

particularly well qualified for the duties involved. On the 

other hand, his request for the lieutenant-governorship of the 

North-West Territories was in fact rejected despite what would 

appear to be his substantial record of service to the party, to 

Parliament, and to the North-West. While Thompson's reasons 

for rejecting this request are not a matter of record, it is 

difficult to imagine a man of Davin's volatile nature occupying 

the vice-regal throne in the Territories or anywhere else, and 

it is therefore reasonable to assume that Davin's claim to 

patronage carried little weight with his party leaders. 

Similarly, his failure to achieve cabinet rank is another 

indication that although he may have had an ambition for high 
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office, his methods of seeking it were totally ineffective. 

Considerations of regional representation alone would have 

given Davin a strong claim to a portfolio, particularly that 

of the Department of the Interior, but that portfolio passed 

from White to Dewdney to Daly and to Hugh John Macdonald be

tween 1887 and 1896, and Davin remained on the back benches. 

That successive prime ministers from Hacdonald to Tupper could 

ignore Davin's obvious talents and his North-West residence as 

in themselves adequate qualifications for cabinet rank suggests 

that he was not so intent to climb the political ladder as his 

opponents claimed, for surely the office-seeker would have found 

the means to capitalize on his advantages even if at the same 

time he was forced to subdue whatever characteristics tended 

periodically to embarrass his leaders. However, his failure to 

achieve a place in the cabinet gave his opponents the opportunity 

to declare that "the verdict upon Hr. Davin's unfitness has been 

pronounced time and again by his own leaders,u 42 and it is al

together likely that these taunts touched a sore spot in Davin's 

vanity. Yet there are in fact many good reasons why a prime 

minister would choose not to appoint Davin to the cabinet, for 

Davin's individuality could not have escaped even the most 

casual parliamentary observer, and had he entered a ministry 

this individuality alone would have become a source of uncertain

ty amongst his colleagues and frustration in the pursuit of his 

own duty. In other words, Davin would have found the yoke of 

cabinet responsibility an exceedingly oppressive burden; to 

42 Regina Leader, Aug. 23, 1900, ulAn Admirer of Sifton.'u 
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ignore it would be to renounce those principles of parliamentary 

government in which he believed; to accept it would have been 

to deny everything that made him, a unique parliamentary person

ality. Furthermore, it seems obvious that Davin's particular 

talents were not those essential for the head of a department 

of the executive branch of government. His forte was not in 

reconciling conflicting ideas, in seeking compromises between 

the ideal and the practical, or in devising the detailed methods 

and techniques by which policy is translated into programme. 

On the contrary, Davin was an advocate; his contemplative mind 

seized on ideas and principles to which he gave expression in 

his brilliant eloquence and defended with his classic logic; 

but he had none of those pedestrian talents so essential if 

ideas are to be transformed into acts. 

Thus it is clear that Davin was unsuited for ministerial 

rank, but it does not follow that he was therefore unfit to 

represent the people of Assiniboia West in the Parliament of 

Canada. It is, on the other hand, entirely possible that 

Assiniboia West was more effectively represented than had the 

member been a cabinet Minister, for it is a fact that a back

bencher, free from the time-consuming details of administration 

and the restrictions of ministerial responsibility, can, other 

things being .equal, devote himself more wholeheartedly to serv

ing his constituents than can the Minister with all his apparent 

power and prestige. Again, it is a mistake to assume that every 

Member of Parliament should carry in his briefcase an unsigned 

commission as a Minister of the Crown, for the legislative 

function is every bit as important as the executive, and conse
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quently, the draining of talent into the ministerial ranks 

eventually weakens the whole parliamentary system. Fortunate 

is the Parliament that can boast of a strong core of legis

lators amongst its private members. 

It is rather strange, however, that there seems to have 

been no talk of the possibility of Davin's appointment to the 

Senate, for assuming that he had grown old in the service of 

his country and his party, a senatorship would not have been 

an unsuitable reward, and there is no doubt that Davin could 

have become an ornament of the second chamber. Furthermore, 

if a Conservative government had at times found him to be some

thing of an irritant, his promotion would both remove and reward 

the cause of the irritation in a manner sanctified by ample pre

cedent. Could it be, perhaps, that Davin's individuality, his 

sense of independence within the party, had been carried to such 

an extent that the party leaders regarded him as a persona llQll 

grata for whom any reward, be it a lieutenant-governorship, a 

cabinet post, or a seat in the Senate was quite unthinkable? 

This of course is speculation, but it is not beyond the realm 

of possibility, and it would help to explain that rejection by 

the Conservative leadership which Scott suggested as the main 

reason for Davin's suicide. It would, of course, also tend to 

support the view that Davin was in the long run much more a man 

of the people he represented than of the party he supported. 

In the final analysis, however, it is in Parliament that 

the questions of people and party and preferment must be re

solved, for Parliament is the central factor of Davin's political 

career, and he was above all else a House-of-Commons man. Time 
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and again his conduct in the House was a demonstration of those 

principles of parliamentary government propounded with such 

clarity by Walter Bagehot whose writings on this subject re

flect the mid-Nineteenth-Century ideal of British government. 

It is clear, for example, that Davin was conscious of his re

sponsibilities as a member of an electoral chamber, and on 

various occasions he was prepared to weigh an issue in the 

balance of party discipline as against the sovereignty of Par

liament. From the comments of his co~temporaries alone it is 

also clear that he was ever prepared to lend his eloquence to 

the expression of the mind of the people. Nor did he hesitate 

"to teach the nation what it ought to know," or to make the 

country hear "what otherwise [it] should not. n 

It is therefore as a parliamentarian that Davin has a claim 

to a place in the political history of Canada. Others have per

haps made a deeper imprint on the pages of our history because 

they have thought more deeply, seen more clearly, acted more 

vigorously, and risen higher on the ladder of political success. 

Yet such success alone can be a misleading measure of a man's 

stature, and the verdict of posterity need not be written in 

terms of success or failure. Thus, it is of little moment now 

to render judgement on Davin with respect to second homesteads, 

the Mounted Police, the Manitoba School Question, his political 

ambitions, or his ultimate defeat. What does matter is that he 

contributed his talents to the issues of the day; that he lent 

his energy, his eloquence, his wisdom, and his experience to 

43 See Bagehot, ~. cit., Chapter V. 
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the noble task of government; that he participated in an ex

pression of the general will; and that he sought, through 

Parliament, to build a nati~n. If he was not a Macdonald, a 

Thompson, a Tupper, or a Laurier, he was yet part of that 

parliamentary culture that breeds the great men, and as such 

he shares their brilliance, for parliamentary government depends 

as much upon the institution as upon the individual. 

It is in the parliamentary environment then that Davin must 

be jUdged, and it is here he reaches his full stature, for he 

was a voice, not a vote, a mind, not an echo, a Member of 

Parliament in the very best traditions of the institution. It 

was here too that his weaknesses were apparent, for his under

standing of Parliament arose from an intellectual appreciation 

of the symmetry and perfection of the parliamentary theory, and 

he had no gift for the accompanying arts of management and man

oeuver, of manipulation and hard-nosed politicking. Parliament 

is, after all, a human institution, and it reflects human cunn

ing as well as human intellect. Davin's intellectual appreciation 

of the parliamentary theory was not balanced by an equally sen

sitive appreciation of politics as the art of the possible. 

Nevertheless, his star flashed brilliantly from time to time on 

the Canadian parliamentary world as it did on the world of 

Canadian letters and journalism, and these flashes were no less 

illuminating if, as he himself said of his poetry, his little 

star was eventually "lost in the blaze of others." His death 

was a personal tragedy, yet it was symbolic of that national 

tragedy of which he was a part -- the bitterness, hatred, strife, 
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rancour, and indifference which characterized the reaction of 

small minds to great events. However, the real tragedy of 

Davin's career was not the manner of his death, it was not his 

political defeat, nor was it his failure to appreciate fully 

the realities of political life or to achieve high office. The 

real tragedy was, that notwithstanding his many defects of 

character, there were so few like him, and consequently "a world 

of hope" lies buried in "a single grave." 



APPENDIX

The following tribute to Sir John A. Macdonald, delivered 

by Davin in the House of Commons on the occasion of the 

announcement of the death of the Prime Minister, and found at 

columns 887 and ~88 of the House Rt COmmons Debates for 

June 8, 1891, is an example of Davints oratorical style. 

Mr. UA \' J:\, I think, Sir, it would he nnbe
'Coming, if· 1 IIlIty venture to _y 10, that I slmultl 
remaiu tlilent 011 tlti. uCCAlfion, amI thl\t no expres
sion shoultl he gh'en of the WIL)' the Xorth·West 
feels at thi.. supreme hour. For myself it would 
h.,har,luflt tn 'It~"fl'''' 1\ ."n~.. lIf ,l,tri"f nt IItlUh ,. 
time .... thil, l)OC,tt1M\.l It MU hnliptmlol tIH~t. I"" Ito",t 
yenrs I WILl' hrought d n :1el) ' intu l'cmtlLc:t with him 
whom Wt~ IIH1Unl at thiai time, all.! I "WI ahll~ to 
see into those features of his character which were 
probably of a8 much value to tilt> wlI!'1t1 "ncl 
1\8 much thc f4CCI'Ct of his strt'ngth IU\ the great 
abilities which struck the superficial oh14el'\·cr. 
Mr, Speaker the man whom we mourn here to-day 
was emphatically a '!reat man, \\'IH'II I came to 
l'anatla tir",t. hilt frleuds, miadoubtiug' thnt they 
might have fclnuetl 1\ l)ro\·incial conception of Sil" 
-Iohn :Ml\cclon~lcl, uset to come to me aucllL!olk how 
he would compare with the great men in Englancl. 
I said he could stand lip to the greatest nf them, 
"1111 when I knew him intimately und WIlS brought 
closely in COiltact with him, I l)l!cIUIIC more anti 
more conviueed that, fiLl' from doubting whether he 
could stl\ncl UI. to the greatest of them. few of them 
ha.1 the vllriell qualities, the extrl\or'linarily Yllrietl 
1\1111 complex qualities, that are necessary to make 

jIt. political leader such ""'4 "·as ~ir John ,Mllcclollilitl. 
Ranging over the field of history, Alltl l'llcallillJS the 
names of the men who have reaehed thol'le heights 
which it takes " lifetitne to climb, it is IIlLrtll) 
possible to find one who hall POflS6SSl'cl the diverse 
qualitie» of the great man who the other clay WI\S 

IllB.(liug in thill House. You may find great power 
of intellect, gl'eat powers of atnteamauship, far. 
reaching views, gre"t powen of oratory, but where 
will you find, conjoined with all these, that ineom
parable, that gt'llial humour, that l)()litt'lless which 
never fwl,.. that .Ielicate eonai: eration for till' 
feelings of t,l hen, that exquisite urbanity, that 
tlil!ltinguishe,1 Sir John MactlonaM-that ever and 
anon played, the light and shade of 1\ rich and 
abounding nature

.. 1A 1Imt "fit.. irotli".,e et Ia flr4e~ qu' rtt." 
Sir, the 1lIt'IUllIIre of hi. great abilitiell are the diffi
culties that he overcame. I remember, when I 
tirllt \'isiWtt these buildings, some twenty yeare 
ago, a gentleman then occupying one of the highest 
l)Ositiou8 in the ....oyernment. aM, to rn)' surprise, 
when I aclRth'ed the buildinga: .. But wha.t au ex
llense, WhlLt l\ "'""I.e of nlOlley," :So,,, we tincl the)' 
are harcUy et,nal to their Deeds; an(l the fact i8, 
theae ver)' hmldinga emphuize the imperial Clt8t of 
mind of the great blAh who i.e tf0ne. I rememher 
the tint time I had a conversatIon with him, lOMe 

_veJ.l~n!,reista~1~ ...go,he clre\IV~I!l~~~~~

1of the British posseuions confederated together, 
·and then, in hie own emphatic way, he said, ThatU 

il the time when I should like to lead." In truth, 
he WI\S not only a CRnl\(lian, hut an Imperial It&tee

mal.I' 1\l1l1 the blighte8t gem in the British CroWD 
WM pnliehed and nt hy hi. han,t, Thrice in bit 

, 8''eI~t clu'eer h. aocn,npU.hed event, lueh AI at.. 
i tone, anti colour, and form to history, and aWeet 
the relative position tlf nation8. I have read 
somewhere of a child who planted a tree, which 
ultimately shaded his old age, and with the tlewl 
of evening watered hill grave. Sir -Iohn Macdonald 
is in that position, because he found Canada. 
petty province and he leaves it something like aD 
empire, At this moment a nation more iOlportaDt 
than the nation over which Elizabeth ruled, wee.. 
the loss of a statesman who built it up, A. 
I have saill, it does seem to me that the quali
ties most startling in that remarkable man were the 
kindness of heart and thAt alchemistical power 
which transmuted a.1I that came near him into 
golll--which made of every foe that came within 
itl! influence either a friend or a devotee, And 

, when we think of his loss, we mourn, not merely
I the statesman who directed the affairs of the coun

try, hut the friend ; and not only do we that knew
!hiru tIIU8 mourn, hut even those not personally
I l\t'fJ'lltintecl with him. for he hl\(l that power, which 
·1 nnly belongs to the highest genius, of making men 

who never -saw him feel the extraordinary charm of 
: his personality. We may IJui1c1 statues to him in 
; these grounds, monuments will arise to bim in 

Kingfilton, hut the real, the grandest monument ito 
Sir .lohn ~Il\cclon!\1tl will be the love that C..nada 
Ieels it her privilege to cherish for 80 great a per

,sollality. But even should we' never erect a statue 
to his memory, humanity would keep his memory 

; green, for he belonged to that rare group of men 
· who enchain the memory of mankind. Sir, lan
t guege waa addressed to a great countryman of hil, 
· a great Scotchnum-nota statesman, hut. belonginaIt() another order of acti\'ity-which might weD be 
! applie,t to ~e great statesman ,,·e mourn : 
.' fmm 



A NOTE ON SOURCES 

The principal sources used in the preparation of this 

study are the Debates of the House of Commons and the news

papers of the North-West Territories. These have been supple

mented by other government records, both federal and territorial, 

by other contemporary newspapers, and by the personal papers 

of certain of Davin's colleagues and associates. Secondary 

sources dealing with the period in general, specific events, 

and Davin himself have also been consulted. 

I Government Records 

While the Debates of the House of Commons are the chief 

source of material on Davin's parliamentary activities, they 

and the Debates of the Senate also contain material relevant 

to the grant of federal representation to the North-West Terri

tories. In addition, memorials on this question and other 

grievances of the North-West settler were examined in the Journals 

of the Council of the North-West Territories. The Dominion-- _._- --
statutes and sessional papers, as well as the census returns 

were also consulted and the footnotes indicate those instances 

in which information obtained therefrom has been used. 

II Newspapers 

The territorial newspapers were valuable sources of inform

ationj those consulted are listed herewith in the order in which 

they commenced publication: 



-293

Saskatchewan Herald (Battleford) 1878
Edmonton Bulletin, 1880
Prince Albert Times, 1882
Regina Leader, 1883
Qu'Appelle Vidette, 1884
Moosomin Courier, 1884
Medicine Hat Times, 1885
Qu'Appelle Progresi, 1885
Regina Journal, 1886
Moose Jaw Times, 1889
Regina Standard, 1891
Regina ~, 1899

Of these, the Regina papers, the Edmonton Bulletin, and the 

Saskatchewan Herald have been most useful. All are held in 

the original or on microfilm in the Archives of Saskatchewan. 

Newspapers outside the Territories were also consulted: 

the Winnipeg Tribune and the Winnipeg Free Press in the Public 

Archives of Manitoba were examined for reports on Davin's 

suicide; a run of J.W. Bengough's Grip (Toronto) held in the 

Saskatchewan Legislative Library yielded a number of interesting 

cartoons of Davin; the Toronto Mail, consulted casually in the 

Toronto Public Library as time and circumstances permitted, pro

vided certain information respecting Davin's activities in the 

1878 campaign. Although limited use has been made of other than 

the territorial newspapers, it is apparent that the eastern press 

took more than a passing interest in Davin's career. Consequently, 

the leading eastern papers and periodicals must eventually be 

consulted in order properly to appraise Davin's contribution to 

Canadian public life. 

III Personal Papers and Private Records 

It is unfortunate that there are no Davin papers as such 

in existence, but the papers of certain of his contemporaries 
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contain a considerable number of his letters. The Sir John 

Thompson Papers in the Public Archives of Canada were examined 

and found to be a particularly fruitful source of Davin material. 

Copies were made of the more important Davin items in these 

papers, and the copies are now available in the Archives of 

Saskatchewan. Professor Norman Ward of the University of 

Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, has kindly provided the Archives of 

Saskatchewan with copies of Davin items from the Sir John A. 

Macdonald Papers in the Public Archives of Canada. My own cur

sory examination of the Macdonald Papers revealed little of 

significance beyond this. Reference was also made to the Sir 

Clifford Sifton Papers in the Public Archives of Canada and to 

the Scott Papers in the Archives of Saskatchewan, both of which 

collections contain significant material relevant to Davin's 

participation in the Manitoba school controversy, the sale of 

the Regina Leader, and the election of 1896. The T.C. Patteson 

Papers in the Ontario Archives yielded one letter related to 

this study, as did the small collection of Sir Charles Tupper 

material in the Public Archives of Canada. 

The Archives of Saskatchewan have on microfilm the Regina 

District Liberal-Conservative Association Minute Book for the 

period 1886 to 1896. While this appears to be far from a com

plete record of the transactions of the association, it does 

contain some items of interest with respect to the development 

of political organization in the North-West Territories. 

The precise date upon which Davin was admitted to the 

Ontario Bar was determined by examining the Rolls and the Journals 
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of the Law Socie~y of Upper Canada, both in the custody of the 

Librarian at Osgoode Hall, Toronto. The date upon which he was 

enrolled as an Advocate of the North-West Territories was ob

tained from The Roll of Advocates of the North-West Territories 

in the custody of the Secretary of the Saskatchewan Law Society. 

IV Books and Articles Relating to the Period 

Of the secondary sources consulted on the general period 

of this study and for accounts of particular issues, the more 

important are listed below. A few yielded specific information 

on Davin. Footnote references acknowledge the source of material 

obtained directly from these sources. 

Black, N.F., History of ~askatchewan and the North West 
Territories, 2 Vols., Regina, Saskatchewan Historical 
Publishers, 1913. 

Bocking, Douglas Henry, "Premier Walter Scott: A Study of 
His Rise to Political Power,u unpublished H.A. thesis, 
University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 1959. 

Clarke, Lowell C., "The Conservative Party in the 1890 Is," 

The Canadian Historical Association Annual Report, 1961. 

Creighton, Donald, John!. Hacdonald: The Old Chieftain, 
Toronto, The Hacmillan Company of Canada Limited, 1955. 

Dafoe, John \'1., Clifford Sifton in Relation !.Q. his Times, 
Toronto, The Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, 1931. 

Drake, Earl G., "The Territorial Press in the Region of 
Present-Day Saskatchewan," unpublished H.A. thesis, 
University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 1951. 

Regina The Queen City, Toronto, McLelland 
& Stewart Ltd., 1955. 

Hawkes, John B., The Story of Saskatchewan and its People, 
3 Vols., Chicago and Regina, The S.J. Clarke Publishing 
Company, 1924. 

Hopkins, J.C., The Life and Work of the Rt. Hon. Sir John 
Thompson, Toronto, United Publishing Houses, 1895. 
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Hopkins, J.C., The Story of the Dominion, Toronto, The John 
C. Winston Company, 1901. 

Lang, S.E., "History of Education in Manitoba," Canada and 
Its Provinces, Vol. XX, Part II, Toronto, Publishers 
Association of Canada, 1914. 

McDiarmid, Orville John, Commercial Policy in the Canadian 
Economy, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University 
Press, 1946. 

Morton, A.S. and Chester Martin, History of Prairie Settle
ment and "Dominion Lands" Policy, Toronto, The 
Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, 1938. 

Morton, W.L., Manitoba: A History, Toronto, University 
Press, 1957. 

Murray, \valter C., "History of Education in Saskatchewan," 
Canada and Its Provinces, Vol. XX, Part II, Toronto, 
Publishers Association of Canada, 1914. 

Porritt, Edward, Sixty Years of Protection in Canada, 2nd 
Edition, Winnipeg, The Grain Growers' Guide, 1913. 

Reid, J.H. Stewart, Kenneth McNaught, and Harry S. Crowe, 
A Source Book of Canadian History: Selected Documents 
and Personal Papers, Toronto, Longmans, Green & Company, 
1959. 

Saunders, E.M., Editor, The Life and Letters of the Rt. Hon. 
Sir Charles Hibbert Tupper, Bart., K.C.H.G., 2 Vols., 
London, Cassell and Company, Ltd., 1916. 

Saywell, John T., Editor, The Canadian Journal of Lady 
Aberdeen, 1893-1898, Toronto, the Champlain Society, 
1960. 

Sissons, C.B., Church and State in Canadian Education, Toronto 
The Ryerson Press, 1959. 

Skelton, Oscar Douglas, Life and Letters of Sir Wilfrid 
Laurier, 2 Vols., Toronto, Oxford University Press, 1921. 

Stanley, George F.G., The Birth of Western Canada, London, 
Longmans, Green & Co., 1936. 

Thomas, Lewis Herbert, The Struggle for Responsible Government 
in the North-West Territories, 1870-21, Toronto, 
University Press, 1956. 

Wallace, W. Stewart, "The Conservative and Liberal 
Administrations, 1885-1911," The Cambridge History of 
the British Empire, Vol. Vl, Ch. XXI, Cambridge, 
University Press, 1930. 
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Ward, Norman, The Canadian House of Commons: Representation, 
Toronto, University Press, 1950. 

Willison, Sir John, Reminiscences Political and Personal, 
Toronto, McLelland & Stewart, 1919. 

Wood, Louis Aubrey, A History of Farmers' Movements in 
Canada, Toronto, The Ryerson Press, 1924. 

Young, James, Public Men and Public Lif~ in Canada, Vol. II, 
Toronto, William Briggs, 1912. 

V Books and Articles Relating to Davin 

Published material on Davin is very limited, what exists 

being mainly reminiscences. The following list contains the 

major published material and two unpublished items relating 

directly to Davin's career. Footnote citations indicate inform

ation drawn from these sources. 

Bothwell, Jessie R., "High Diplomacy in a Jury," The Leader
Post, Regina, Sept. 11, 1954. 

Charlesworth, Hector, Hore Candid Chronicles, Toronto, 
The MacMillan Company of Canada Limited, 1928. 

Davis, Hay, "A Pinafored Printer," Saskatchewan History, 
Vol. IX, No.2, Spring, 1956. 

Hamilton, Z.H., "Nicholas Flood Davin,u unpublished ms in A.S. 

"Men Important in Early History of
Saskatchewan," unpublished ms in A.S.

Hassard, Albert R., Famous Canadian Trials, Toronto, Carswell 
Co. Ltd., 1924. 

Hedges, J.B., Building the Canadian \vest, New York, The 
Hacmillan Company, 1939. 

Higinbotham, John D., When the West ~ Young, Toronto, The 
Ryerson Press, 1933. 

Honeyman, J.R.C., "The Regina Leader," The Story of the Press, 
Battleford, Canadian North-West Historical Society 
Publications, Vol. I, No. IV, Pt. I, 1928. 

Koester, C.B., "'Mr. Davin's Pamphlet on the North-West': 
A Bureaucratic Comedy of Errors," Saskatchewan History, 
Vol. XVI, No.1, Winter, 1963. 
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Koester, C.B., 11Nicholas Flood Davin: Politician-Poet of 
the Prairies," The Dalhousie Review, Vol. 44, No.1, 
Spring, 1964. 

McEvoy, Bernard, From the Great Lakes to the Wide West, 
Toronto, William Briggs, 1902. 

Stubbs, Roy St. G., Lawyers and Laymen of Western Canada, 
Toronto, The Ryerson Press, 1939. 

Thomas, R., "Three Irishmen I Knew,·t The Irish Book Lover, 
n.d., n.p., photostat in A.S. 

Ward, Norman, "Davin and the Founding of the Leader," 
Saskatchewan History, Vol. VI, No.1, Winter, 1953. 

Special mention should be made of Stubbs' chapter on Davin 

in his Lawyers and Laymen .Q.f Western Canada, the only compre

hensive biographical sketch of Davin in existence. In its 

preparation Mr. Stubbs consulted men who had had personal know

ledge of Davin, and his work is therefore a most valuable, 

contribution. Later writers have relied heavily on Stubbs' 

work w~ich should be consulted in preference, for example, to 

Grant MacEwan's chapter on Davin in his Fifty Mighty Men which

is not included in the above list for that reason. Similarly,

Albert R. Hassard's article on Davin in his series entitled

"Great Canadian Orators" which appeared in The Canadian Magazine,

October, 1919, is studded with inaccuracies and therefore is quite

unreliable.

VI Davin's Works

Lists of Davin's works are to be found in Bruce Peel's A 

Bibliography of the Prairie Provinces .!.2. 1953, Toronto, University 

Press, 1956, and The British Museum General Catalogue £i. Printed 

Books, Vol. XLIX, London, 1952. However, while these supplement 

each other to a certain extent, neither represents a comprehensive 
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Davin bibliography, which can be compiled only after an extensive 

examination of contemporary periodicals. Those Davin works 

listed below bear some relation to this study, and the footnotes 

indicate material drawn from this source. 

Davin, Nicholas Flood, British versus American Civilization, 
Toronto, Adam, Stevenson, & Co., 1873. 

Report Qll Industrial Schools for Indians 
and Half-Breeds, Ottawa, n.p., 1879. 

Great Speeches, Toronto, Hunter, Rose & 
Co~, 1881. 

Ireland and the Empire, Ottawa, Citizen 
Printing & Publishing Co., 1885. 

Culture and Practical Power, Ottawa, 
W.T. Mason, Book and Job Printer, 1890. 

Homes for Millions, Ottawa, Queen's 
Printer, 1891. 

Home Rule, Toronto, Hunter, Rose and 
Company, 1893. 

The British Empire, Winnipeg, Nor-Wester 
Office, 1897. 

Strathcona Horse, Ottawa, James Hope & 
Sons, 1900. 

In Memory of the Queen, Regina, The West 
Company Limited, 1901. 

l1Canada and the United State
unpublished ms in A.S.

VII Miscellaneous 

The Archives of Saskatchewan has a small file of Davin 

material consisting mainly of newspaper clippings and a few letters 

and other documents, its most useful contents being correspondence 

between the Provincial Archivist and Mr. T.P. O'Neill of the 

National Library of Ireland, Dublin. There is also a small 

collection of correspondence between the Secretary of the Saskat

chewan Historical Society and Mrs. Elizabeth (Davin) Cunningham. 
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