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1874 NWMP March from Dufferin (Manitoba) to Fort Macleod (NWT/Alberta)
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Layout and sketch (Nevitt) of Ft Macleod in 1875.
The Hospital was on the north wall. The Orderly Room was on the south wall.
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RICHARD BARRINGTON NEVITT, MB
1850-1928
THE NWMP YEARS 1874-1878
“His observations form one of the most
engaging pictures of life in the
early West that can be found anywhere.
(He was) … articulate, imaginative, adventurous and
terribly interested in the people around him”.(1)

Introduction

The 1874 NWMP March was a major milestone in
Canadian prairie history. Over three hundred new
recruits started the 1000 mile, four month march
from Dufferin, Manitoba to Fort Macleod, Alberta. At
the Sweet Grass Hills west of the Cypress Hills, the
Troop divided, with the smaller Division returning
under Commissioner G.A. French to winter at Swan
River, Manitoba. The larger Division carried on under
Assistant Commissioner J.F. Macleod to the empty
Fort Whoop Up, before continuing on to the Old
Man River site of Fort Macleod in late 1874.
A little known fact is that the NWMP March included
two American born - Canadian trained – surgeons:
Senior Surgeon Dr. John Kittson and Assistant
Surgeon Dr. Richard Barrington Nevitt. Both signed
four-year contracts to accompany the men on the
March. The two surgeons were the vanguard of many
more full-time and part-time NWMP surgeons.(2)
The benefit of having two physicians on the 1874
March was evident from the start. The first week out
of Dufferin the March was almost halted. There was
an outbreak of diarrhea and dysentery. The disease,
variously called, Red River, Mountain unremitting, or
typhomalaria fever, was a variable presentation of
typhoid fever. It would become the most common
cause of NWMP deaths during their first twenty-five
years.
1. Dempsey, Hugh A.
2. Ritchie, J.B.

When Assistant Commissioner Macleod and his
Division arrived at their destination on the Whiskey
Trail, the NWMP men immediately built Fort
Macleod and a small hospital. Surgeon Nevitt did not
wait for patients to arrive. Whether it was sunshine,
rain, or a storm, he responded to all medical emergencies over the next three and one half years.
Nevitt became an expert horseman; he needed to be.
Many times he would have been lost at night or in
whiteouts, if it were not for his horse. Like the rest of
the Force, he soon found that the red uniform was
too hot in the summer and far too cold in the winter.
Between medical calls and trips with Assistant
Commissioner Macleod to as far away as Morley,
near Banff, Dr. Nevitt put his free time to good use.
Besides conducting his regular sick parades, he wrote
monthly hospital reports and prepared annual reports
of his hospital admissions and patient diagnoses. He
wrote frequent letters to the fiancée he had left
behind in Toronto, and he sketched and painted.
While the primary duties of the NWMP surgeons
were to attend to the needs of the NWMP personnel,
they also provided medical services to the thousands
of settlers, families, Metis, and Aboriginals within the
reach of each Fort. Their medical expertise was challenged by the waves of epidemics and infections that
swept the prairies: smallpox, influenza, measles, and

Sketch of Dr. Nevitt, in A Winter in Fort Macleod, Glenbow, 1974. The profile of Dr. Nevitt was previously
published in Five Celebrated Early Surgeons of Southern Alberta (R. Lampard) by the Lethbridge Historical
Society as Occasional Paper #43, in May 2006.
“NWMP Surgeons”, CACHB 22(3): 210-218, November 1957. Surgeon #3 was Dr. R. Miller, who was stationed at North Battleford/Prince Albert starting October 25, 1875. Surgeon #4 was Dr. G.A. Kennedy of
Fort Macleod. He started on October 2, 1878.
The roster of 33 early NWMP surgeons listed only surgeons who served in the North West Territories and
later in the province of Saskatchewan. It omitted early NWT/Alberta physicians including Drs. deVeber
(1882), Henderson (1883), Braithwaite (1884), Mewburn (1886), Lafferty (1886-9), Rouleau (1885-1910)
and many more. The overall total for both provinces is unknown but probably approached 100 full-time or
part-time physicians.
Where possible the NWMP entered into shared Indian Affairs or part-time contracts. After 1881, the
Kennedy contract was cost shared with the Department of Indian Affairs. Dr. Kittson’s contract was split in
1879. He provided care to the Sioux at Wood Mountain. In Kennedy’s case the nearby Blackfoot reservations were the Blood, Peigan. No full-time physician was retained to provide medical care on the Blackfoot
Indian Reservations until 1883.
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on a smaller scale, typhoid fever, dysentery, gonorrhea, diphtheria, and tuberculosis. For the smaller
posts the NWMP recruited less qualified physicians
as Hospital Sergeants.(3)
Originally the NWMP’s existence was intended to be
short lived. It was to be continued only until law and
order was established and peaceful settlement
ensued. The hiring of full time physicians was phased
out. They were replaced with local part time contracts, after the CPR crossed the prairies in 1882/83.
Where they could the NWMP signed joint medical
contracts with the Department of Indian Affairs.
But the NWMP were so effective in establishing and
maintaining law and order and responding to the
second Northwest (Riel) Rebellion of 1885, they
were continued as the RNWMP (1904-1920) and
then as the RCMP (after 1920). The “Force” received
“Royal” designation in 1904.

From Youth to MB

Richard Barrington “Barrie” Nevitt was born in
Savannah, Georgia, USA on November 22, 1850. His
initial schooling was in Savannah. He came to
Montreal with his sister, as a fourteen year old in
1864. The Nevitt children were sent to Canada during the last year of the Civil War, as the devastation
and destruction by the Northern Armies reached
Georgia. Many southern families did the same.(4)
In 1865 Nevitt enrolled in Bishops College School in
Lennoxville, Quebec. By 1867 he was a head boy
and was excelling in athletics. In 1868 he graduated
and transferred to Toronto’s Trinity College, where he
met another student William Osler, whose example
and advice may have influenced his own career
choice. Nevitt graduated from UofT with a Bachelor
of Arts in 1871, and immediately entered Trinity
medical college. He received his Baccalaureate in
Medicine (MB) in 1874.(5)
Dr. Nevitt’s medical interest lay in obstetrics. He
thought of specializing under Oliver Wendell
3. Price, Elizabeth B.

4. Dempsey, Hugh
5. Jamieson, Heber C.
6. Ritchie, J.B.
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NWMP Annual Reports 1874-1889. Coles Canadiana, 1973

Holmes in Boston and with the Paul Semmelweis
group in Vienna. His friends discouraged him from
traveling to war torn Europe. Instead, they encouraged him to obtain more medical experience. His
circle of friends probably included William Osler.(6)
Besides, Nevitt had a significant debt, incurred by
degrees.
During his UofT years Nevitt joined the Trinity
University Corps, a unit of the Queen’s Own Rifles
“H” Company. He also gained in hospital experience
at the Toronto General Hospital by living in it and
working as a dresser, pharmacy assistant, and house
surgeon.

Forming the NWMP in 1873

In May 1873 the NWMP was formed. The Force was
modeled, as were many peacekeeping forces of the
time, after the Royal Irish Constabulary. The Act provided for a mounted police force, which was to enter
and traverse the former Hudson Bay Company territory or Northwest Territories (now Saskatchewan and
Alberta) acquired by the Dominion of Canada from
the HBC in 1870. Manitoba became a separate

“Doc” Lauder, the colorful doctor, Indian agent, druggist, politician, and veterinarian was one. Alberta
History 37(4): 28-31, Autumn 1989. Ms. Price interviewed “Doc” Lauder circa 1929 in Innisfail.
John D. Lauder had three years medical training in Dublin when he was recruited as a Hospital Sergeant
with the third contingent in Ottawa in 1876. 800 recruits applied for the less than 100 positions that needed to be filled. Lauder was at the signing of Treaty #7 in 1877 and described it well. He was stationed at
Fort Calgary for most of his four years in the Force. Lauder’s involvement in the 1890 Crowfoot death
speech controversy is referenced in the profiles of Dr. H. George, J.D. Lafferty and H.C. Wilson. “Doc”
Lauder, E.A. Braithwaite and L.G. deVeber signed NWMP contracts as Hospital Sergeants.
A Winter in Fort Macleod. Letters from Dr. Nevitt, edited by H.A. Dempsey, 134 pages. Glenbow, 1974.
Early Medicine in Alberta, pages opp 16, 17-23, AMA, 1947. Dr. Nevitt graduated from UofT with an MB
in 1874. Eight years later in 1882, he earned his full MD.
“Early Surgeons of the North West Mounted Police: Part V. Doctor Richard Barrington Nevitt, Assistant
Surgeon: 1874-1878”, CACHB 22(4): 249-265, February 1958.
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province in 1870. The NWMP Act came into effect
on August 30, 1873.(7) The NWMP were to establish
law and order, control the whiskey trade with the
Indians, then disband. The original concept was to
raise the NWMP Divisions in Manitoba, but there
were insufficient recruits available. More officers and
men had to be recruited in Ontario and Quebec.

was contracted as the first NWMP surgeon to help
select recruits. Kittson was the son of Commodore
Kittson, who operated the fleet of steamboats up and
down the Red River supplying goods to Winnipeg
from Minnesota. It was likely the recruitment of the
second contingent, that led to the signing of Nevitt as
the assistant NWMP surgeon.

The first one hundred and fifty men were sent to
Manitoba in October 1873, via the already frozen

After graduation in 1874 Dr. Nevitt was offered an
opportunity to treat smallpox, infectious disease
problems, and patients in the lumbering area north of
Orillia. Neither this opportunity nor the NWMP
appointment required Nevitt to pass the Ontario registration exam. The NWMP posting was his preference. Nevitt applied, and was accepted. Kittson, like
Nevitt, was American born with an MD from McGill.
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Commissioner James F. Macleod, 1876-1880

Dawson or all Canadian route, across Lake of the
Woods. Commissioner G.A. French led the winter
March. There were no deaths, no doctors, and one
gun accident over the five hundred mile trek from
Port Arthur to Fort Garry.(8) On his arrival, French
went immediately to the Stone Fort (Fort Garry) in
Winnipeg. There he discovered the Canada/US
boundary survey teams were only 420 miles west of
Dufferin (now Emerson) on the Red River, where it
crossed into Manitoba. Beyond that point the only
map was the Great Map from the Palliser Expedition
published in 1864.(9)

For Dr. Nevitt it was an opportunity for adventure, to
gain medical experience, and save money.(10) Nevitt’s
official appointment with the Force started on July 6,
1874 at a remuneration of a thousand dollars per
year. He left Toronto before his contract started,
ahead of the second contingent. En route he stopped
in St. Paul, Minnesota where he met Commodore
Kittson.(11) Nevitt was advised to stay in Grand Forks,
Minnesota because the Red River was still frozen. He
remained there for ten days where he did a locum or
relief practice.(12) The rail construction workers rioted
on Saturday night. A bullet intended for the construction superintendent hit the local nurse in the thigh.
Nevitt removed the bullet under local anesthesia settling the crowd in the process.

The Assembly for the March, July 1874

By April 1874 an additional sixteen officers and two
hundred men were recruited in Ontario. The selection criteria was based on previous service in the
Royal Irish Constabulary, or training at the gunnery
schools in Kingston and Quebec. Dr. John Kittson
7. Higgitt, W.L.
8. Ahrens, Merv
9. French, G.A.
10. Dempsey, Hugh A.
11. Ritchie, J.B.
12. Ritchie, J.B.

The NWMP Horse Stampede, June 20, 1874
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The Act respecting the Administration of Justice, and for the establishment of a Police Force in the North
West Territories – Assented to 23 Mary 1873. Reprinted in Opening Up the West. Volume 1 of the Reports
of the Royal (sic) North-West Mounted Police 1874-1881, Coles Canadiana 1973.
“The First NWMP Trek. From Ottawa to the Stone Fort, 1873”, Beaver 78(3): 4-12, June/July 1998.
“Report of the Commissioner dated January 18, 1875 to the Minister of Justice from Winnipeg”, page 6. The
whole report was reprinted as Appendix A, in Opening Up the West, Coles Candiana, 1973.
A Winter at Fort Macleod, page 8.
“Early Surgeons of the North West Mounted Police: Part V”, page 252.
“Early Surgeons of the North West Mounted Police: Part V”, pages 252-254.
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The second contingent left Toronto on June 6, 1874.
The two special trains carried 217 men and 244
horses. They traveled via Sarnia, Detroit, Chicago
and St. Paul, before arriving at Fargo, North Dakota
on June 12. Dr. Kittson, who had left Toronto last,
caught up to them. He treated one man for erysipelas
(a skin infection), and one recruit who seizured. The
second recruit was later discharged.(13) The troops
headed north from Fargo on June 15. On the way
several men developed diarrhea, but it resolved with
treatment. After arriving at the border town of
Dufferin on June 19, they encountered a terrific thunderstorm on June 20. Two hundred and fifty four
horses broke out of their corrals and stampeded full
tilt downwind for up to fifty miles. All but one of the
horses were recovered. One recruit suffered a serious
skull laceration which required extensive suturing.(14)

The NWMP March, July - October 1874

During the first week of July the NWMP revolvers
arrived from England.(15) This meant the Force could
depart. They did so after another two day delay. On
the afternoon of July 8, 1874,(16) both Drs. Nevitt and
Kittson left Dufferin with the 318 man Force.(17)
Two days later, Dr. Nevitt headed back to Dufferin to
help treat the one serious case of typhoid that had
relapsed. The sick recruit had been left in the care of
American physicians stationed across the US border
in Pembina. His case heralded a bigger problem – a
typhoid epidemic - which spread throughout
Manitoba that summer. Later that winter, Dr. Kittson
returned from Fort Benton to Fort Ellice in Manitoba
in November 1874. He developed typhoid fever and
was months recovering from it. Worse, he would
acquire it again while treating Inspector Sam Steele
at Fort Walsh in the fall of 1879.
Dr. Nevitt was back on the March a second time by
July 11, only to face several more cases of diarrhea.
Six were successfully treated but three had to be sent
back to Dufferin. Dr. Nevitt accompanied them. One
would die. He would be the second death from

13. French, G.A.
14. French, G.A.
15. French, G.A.
16. Turner, J.P.
17. Turner, J.P.
18. Kittson, John G.
19. Ritchie, J.B.
20. Kittson, John G.
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typhoid. Nevitt was back on the March for a third
time on July 16; this time for good.
The NWMP reached their first geographic marker,
Roche Percée, 270 miles west of Dufferin by July 26.
By then the drug cupboard was being challenged.(18)
Kittson had brought oil of Juniper to ward off mosquitoes. It worked to some extent. Liquid ammonium
diluted ten times gave immediate relief. The magnetic
ointment used to treat sore skin was already gone.
At Roche Percée Inspector Jarvis took a separate
Detachment (Troop A) and headed north to
Edmonton. He took with him four medical patients
who were to return to Winnipeg: one phthisis, a prostatic abscess, a sprained ankle, and one patient with
diarrhea. After forwarding their patients to Winnipeg,
the Jarvis Troop continued their trek via Fort Ellice to
Edmonton, arriving there on November 1, 1874.
On July 31, the remaining five divisions left Roche
Percée. On August 2 diarrhea and dysentery broke
out again affecting twenty-two men.(19) Two developed pneumonia and were sent by wagon ambulance to Bismark, North Dakota for treatment. The
rest recovered slowly.(20)
On August 12, Nevitt made a house call twelve miles
away to deliver the child of a fifteen year old aboriginal mother. She was at Wood Mountain. Sitting Bull

The March reached Roche Percée, July 26, 1874 7-7
sketch by Henri Julien.

“Report of the Commissioner”, dated January 18, 1875, page 19.
“Report of the Commissioner”, dated January 18, 1875, pages 8, 19.
“Report of the Commissioner”, dated January 18, 1875, page 9.
The North-West Mounted Police 1873-1893, Vol. I: 123, Kings Printer, 1950.
The North-West Mounted Police 1873-1893, Vol I: 130.
“Report of Surgeon John Kittson”, Swan River, December 19, 1875, pages 19-26.
“Early Surgeons of the North West Mounted Police: Part V”, page 156. It was the largest and longest sick
parade on any day during the March.
“Report of Surgeon John Kittson”, page 21.
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and 2,700 Sioux would arrive there three years later
in 1877, after the Custer massacre of 1876. She had
a footling presentation, which he diagnosed and then
delivered a full term daughter without difficulty.(21)
By August 19 the Force was at Crippled Camp, so
called because seven patients were left to convalesce: a patient with orchitis, one with a varicocele,
three typhoid fevers, one with diarrhea, and one with
a hand infection. Dr. Nevitt stayed with them for a
short time. They were to be picked up by the returning Force under Commissioner French. By August 25
the March reached the Cypress Hills. The Hills were
the second marker point, 324 miles west of Rock
Percee or six hundred miles west of Dufferin.
At the Cypress Hills, Dr. Nevitt discovered his medicine chest had several broken bottles of Chloroform

Sick parade during the March, sketch by Henri Julien 7-8

and Carbolic Acid. It was repacked.(22) The next day
Nevitt and Assistant Commissioner James Macleod
took a side trip to meet with HBC officials and aboriginals. Dr. Nevitt went along and attended several
sick Indian patients.
On September 7 Nevitt and Macleod scoured the
Cypress hills for a site for Fort Walsh. Nevitt choose

21. Kittson, John G.

22. Turner, J.P.
23. Kittson, John G.
24. Kelly, Nora,
Kelly, William
25. French, G.A.

the most sanitary location he could find and made
plans for the construction of a hospital. Rejoining the
troop on September 18, Nevitt found Kittson treating
many members of the Force with symptoms of the
flu, bronchitis, and the usual aches and pains. Kittson
faced another problem, lice, which he successfully
treated with the remaining Oil of Juniper.(23)

The NWMP Divisions Split at the Sweet Grass
Hills, September 1874

On September 22 the March was nine hundred miles
“out” from Dufferin at the Sweet Grass Hills.
Commissioner French, James Macleod, Kittson and
Nevitt, and a small detachment left the Troop and
headed for Fort Benton, Montana, to secure money,
supplies, letters, and instructions. They took with
them a recruit who was to be discharged. The
detachment returned to rendezvous with the main
Force at the Sweet Grass Hills. Then the two divisions
separated. Commissioner French and Chief Surgeon
Dr. Kittson headed back east to the designated
NWMP headquarters at Swan River, Manitoba. The
French Troop arrived at Swan River on November 7,
1874 at minus 30°F.(24) By then Kittson and the men
had covered almost two thousand miles in four
months. Kittson noted “there have been loss of oxen
and horses, a few desertions and two deaths. All men
had put on weight except one, and that member was
the better for it”.(25)
From the Sweet Grass Hills, the NWMP Troop under
Assistant Commissioner Macleod headed for Fort
Whoop-Up (near Lethbridge) on the Old Man River.
The Macleod Troop picked up famous Indian guide
Jerry Potts on its way. On October 7, they rescued
five whiskey traders from their Indian captors. On
October 10, they found Fort Whoop-Up empty.
Commissioner Macleod offered to buy the Fort. The
owner Whiskey Trader Akers put a price on it of
$25,000. It was too high. The NWMP Troops left.
Three days later Potts announced their arrival at the
Old Man River, again. Macleod selected an island in

“Report of Surgeon John Kittson”, Swan River, December 19, 1875, pages 22-23. Kittson held a sick parade
at a nearby Indian camp. The Chief presented three of the nine males and five of the seven women in the
camp. Kittson diagnosed one as nearly blind, one with sciatica, one with paralyses agitans, two with dysentery, three with phthisis (chronic lung disease). They all discontinued his prescriptions, shortly afterwards.
The North West Mounted Police: 1873-1893, Volume I: 172-173.
“Report of Surgeon John Kittson”, Swan River, December 19, 1875, pages 23-24. It originated when the
Troop camped at an old Indian Camping ground. The troop was out of Mercury ointment, which they had
brought to treat such problems.
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police. A Century of History 1873-1973, Hurtig, 1974. A detailed map
tracked the route of each of the three troops under French, Macleod and Jarvis.
“Report of the Commissioner”, page 24.
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“Dear Lizzy” Letters, October 11, 1874 to June
14, 1875(29)
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The 1874 March at the Sweet Grass Hills, by H. Julien

Dr. Nevitt wrote many “Dear Lizzy” letters back to
his fiancé in Toronto, Elizabeth Beaty. They averaged
one every two days, over his first six months at Fort
Macleod. They are the only letters that remain from
Nevitt’s four years at Fort Macleod. They portray Dr.
Nevitt as a keen observer and a systematic documenter of weather, geography and the passing
parade. In one letter he wrote that the reputation of
the American west for having a healthy dry climate
was just as applicable to the southern Canadian
prairies.

the river as the site for the Fort. It became Fort
Macleod, after the men voted to name it after their
Assistant Commissioner. The NWMP Trek had covered almost one thousand miles in just over three
months. The trek ended on October 13, 1874.

Arrival at Fort Macleod, October 1874

The men immediately began erecting the perimeter
for the two hundred foot square Fort. It contained a
hospital, perhaps better described as a single room
large enough for ten or twelve cots. It was the second hospital on the western prairies, built two years
after the first cottage hospital of twenty beds opened
in Winnipeg in 1872.(26)
The log perimeter served as the wall for many of the
buildings. It was finished none too soon. The temperature dropped so low in November that the sick
parade one day reached forty-five men – most with
colds. Eight men had to be transferred to nearby Forts
Kipp and Standoff.
In December, with the help of a chinook, the Fort
was completed. So was the hospital.(27) The picture of
the Fort Calgary hospital taken circa 1877 is representative.(28) It was one room with cots and a pot
belly stove.

Nevitt writing in his diary, sketch by Henri Julien 7-10

In January 1875 Dr. Nevitt was bunked with a
Trooper Allen. His father Dr. W.C. Allen was the long
time Mayor of Cornwall and subsequent customs collector at Fort Macleod. Nine years later (1883)
Nevitt’s successor Dr. George A. Kennedy would
meet and marry Trooper Allen’s sister Maude after
she came west for a visit.

Early Medicine in Alberta, pages 21, 40, 89. Jamieson declared the NWMP hospital as the first hospital in
Alberta. Janet Ross-Kerr in Prepared to Care, UAP, (1998) and Therese Castonguay in A Leap in Faith (1999)
note the first non-NWMP hospital was built in St. Albert in 1881. It was moved to the Edmonton General
Hospital site in 1895.
27. (Nevitt, R.B.)
Site plan for Fort Macleod, opposite page 76, in Opening Up the Canadian West, Coles Canadiana, 1973.
28. Hartwick, E.,
At your Service, Part One, Medical Services, The Science, the Art, and the Spirit, Volume 5: 300, Century
Jamieson, E.,
Calgary, 1975. Also reprinted in H.C. Jamieson’s Early Medicine in Alberta opposite page 32 and the
Tregillus, E.
deVeber profile.
29. Nevitt, R. Barrington A Winter at Fort Macleod, page 11, Glenbow 1974. The first letter was dated October 11, 1874 and was
published in the Savannah newspaper. The “Dear Lizzy” letters began on December 29, 1874, with the last
one dated June 14, 1875. An equivalent number appear to have been written back to Dr. Nevitt by
Elizabeth Beaty. Nevitt’s sister Sadie also sent Dr. Nevitt newspapers and letters. She had returned to
Georgia in 1875.

26. Jamieson, Heber C.
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In March Nevitt was delighted to get a bag of letters;
forty-eight at once. In the same mail he received his
commission as a surgeon. He noted in his diary that
the Morley trader David McDougall had begun to
ship his trade goods to Fort Benton, instead of across
the prairies to Winnipeg and Dufferin, because it had
become safer.
In April 1875 Commissioner Macleod, Major Walsh
and Captain Denny returned from Fort Benton and
brought with them a small microscope for Dr. Nevitt.
Nevitt said the power was not very high, but it would
be useful for “botanizing”. For pathological or physiological research, it would be “worse than useful”. In
the same mail he received issues of the Canadian
Monthly and a report by Dr. Joseph Workman the
well known Ontario psychiatrist. His medicines
ordered the previous October, arrived. Nevitt noted
they took so long to come that he should be ordering
his fall supply in the next letter out.

A page from Nevitt’s Diary, Jamieson Papers UAA 7-11

During a snow storm that January, Indians came to
the Fort with news that two men had died. Nevitt
went out in the storm with one of the Indians. They
could not see a yard in front of them. Luckily they
managed to find one of the bodies before deciding to
return. Frequent side trips were necessary that winter
to the nearby Forts of Standoff and Kipp, twenty
miles away. Winter sick parades averaged three men
with two more in the hospital.
In February Nevitt visited and befriended Chief
Crowfoot. He decided to learn the Blackfoot language. Crowfoot paid Nevitt a return visit having
quite enjoyed the Seidlitz power he gave him,
because it fizzed and was therefore “very strong”.
When followed by some ginger tea it made him
tipsy. One Metis commented, “I’m glad I came here.
They were all good to me and the little doctor is a
smart doctor”. Nevitt enjoyed the comments. On
February 22, 1875 Dr. Nevitt finished his first hospital report. It was not long before he was making
another “tedious report” as he called them, for Dr.
Kittson. Shortly afterward he again visited Crowfoot,
who was quite sick.
30. Jamieson, Heber C.

Dr. Nevitt must have participated in some private
practice, as he noted he had made over fifty dollars
from outsiders. On June 13 he recorded in his diary
he had three or four non-NWMP patients. Some
were Metis.

At Fort Macleod 1874-1878

The winter of 1874/75 Nevitt made side trips up the
Old Man River to Lundbreck Falls, which he
sketched. He also visited Fort Walsh to treat the casualties and injuries that had occurred there.
In 1875 Dr. Kittson returned from Manitoba to the
NWMP headquarters at Fort Walsh. In late 1875
Inspector Brisbois was sent from Fort Macleod to the
Bow River. Unrest amongst the men soon developed
at newly named Fort Brisbois. In the spring of 1876
Nevitt, Macleod, and Inspector A.G. Irvine traveled
north to investigate the situation. Macleod changed
the name from Fort Brisbois to Fort Calgary and
made other operational decisions. The Troops began
to settle. Then Nevitt, Macleod, and Irvine made a
side trip up the Bow River to visit the Rocky
Mountains and the McDougall post at Morleyville.
That year, Nevitt’s brother Harry joined him in Fort
Macleod and worked as a local trader. Unfortunately
Harry died three years later.
In March 1877, Nevitt made a trip to Calgary to
examine two or three sick men. He noted the hospital “looks well”. “Doc” John Lauder, the Hospital-

Early Medicine in Alberta, page 22, AMA 1947. For more information on John D. “Doc” Lauder, see E.B.
Price’s “John Lauder”, in Alberta History 37(4): 28-31, Autumn 1989, reference #3, and Hilda Neatby’s
“The Medical Profession in the North-West Territories”, Saskatchewan History 2(2): 3-4, 1949. Reprinted in
Part 2.
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period from November 23, 1877 until the fall of
1878. The 1874-1878 NWMP reports by Nevitt were
apparently written but were presumed to be lost in an
1879 fire. Only the 1874/75 reports, written by Dr.
Kittson and dated December 19, 1875, survived. The
report was written after his recovery from typhoid.(32)

The 1879 Report of Dr. John Kittson

Fort Macleod NWMP on Parade, 1886
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Sergeant, presented a list of medicinal requirements.
A box of drugs was sent to Lauder on February 26,
1878, filling his order.(30) Nevitt also packed a box for
Hospital Sergeant G.F. Herchmer at Ft. Saskatchewan.
Chief Crowfoot continued to take advantage of the
nearby Fort Macleod Hospital. In December he visited the fort to be treated for sciatic pain. A short time
later Nevitt operated on a woman in Jerry Pott’s
house and removed a large piece of dead bone from
the head of her upper arm.(31)
In September 1877 Nevitt was part of the NWMP
contingent that attended the signing of Treaty #7 with
Crowfoot, at Blackfoot Crossing near Gleichen.
Nevitt made three sketches of the ceremony.
In 1878 Nevitt was ordered to Fort Walsh. He met
Sitting Bull who had come to Canada in 1877 after
the Custer massacre. Dr. Nevitt treated Dr. Kittson on
February 12, 1878 (location unknown) and noted
that “some more bone fragments came away this
morning. Face is improving and strength getting better”. By June 22, 1878, Dr. Nevitt’s four year contract
was almost over and he was back in Toronto.
Most of Dr. Nevitt’s NWMP reports have been lost.
His only journal or diary that survived, covered the
31. Jamieson, Heber C.
32. Kittson, John G.
33. Kittson, John G.
34. Kennedy, George A.
35. Beahen, William,
Horrall, Stan
36. Kittson, John G.

Except for Kittson’s two-year December 19, 1875
report, the earliest surviving NWMP annual surgeon
reports were those written by Surgeon Kittson at Fort
Walsh, January 30, 1880 covering 1879,(33) and
Surgeon Kennedy written at Fort Macleod, November
30, 1879, covering his first thirteen months.(34) They
are representative examples of the medical care and
treatment Dr. Nevitt would have provided.(35)
Kittson wrote in his 1879 report the most common
medical illnesses were from climate-related conditions: Catarrh, Influenza, and Rheumatism especially
at the beginning of the year.(36) Thirty-five percent of
the diseases recorded by Kittson were of an infectious nature. In the spring a mild form of Mountain
Fever occurred throughout the Cypress Hills in both
“remitting and intermittent” forms. The worst, he felt,
were similar to typhoid fever, with a prolonged and
painful death in those it affected. No NWMP men
died that year. Kittson noted that the first typhoid
case had appeared during the 1874 March. The first
NWMP member to die from typhoid after the March
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Early Medicine in Alberta, page 22.
“Report of Surgeon Kittson”, Swan River, December 19, 1875, pages 24, 29. Reprinted in A Chronicle of
the Canadian West: North West Mounted Police Report for 1875, by the Historical Society of Alberta, 1975.
“Report of Surgeon Kittson”, January 30, 1880 to Lt. Col. Macleod. Reprinted in “Opening Up the West”,
pages 33-35, Coles Canadiana, 1973.
“Report of Surgeon Kennedy”, November 30, 1879 to Lt. Col. Macleod. Reprinted in Opening Up the West,
pages 33-35, Coles Canadiana, 1973.
Red Coats on the Prairies, pages 187-192, 207, Centax Books, 1998. A brief overview of the reports of
Drs. Kittson, Kennedy and Jukes and the diseases they treated, was written by Jody F. Decker as “Surgeons’
Stories”, in the Beaver 78(3): 24-27, June/July 1998.
“Report of Surgeon John Kittson”, Swan River, December 19, 1875, pages 19, 26. Dr. Kittson referred to the
climate, so much vaunted by the doctors out East for its bracing effects on the lungs, …a question of much
importance and open to many sided views. I offer no theories as to the effects of high or low altitudes and
latitudes, but merely report the few cases that have come under my notice. He then described 3 cases of
(clinical) tuberculosis that had all recovered.
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Cesspools were drained or eradicated, men were
moved into the more spacious Quarter Master’s
building, and a well was dug nearby.
The treatment of the day for the fever was to give
quinine in large doses within the first forty-eight
hours of the appearance of symptoms. Opium was
given for diarrhea. Kittson and Jukes called the treatment the only hope, but invariably successful if
administered early.(38)
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Kittson’s 1874 and 1875 Reports, reprinted by HSA, 1975

was recorded on October 26, 1874.(37) Typhoid reappeared in Fort Walsh in the summer of 1876 (one
patient) and in the hospital cases registered for 1877
(several mild cases). In 1878 Kittson said there were
eleven fever cases. Three he classified as typhoidmalarial. In 1879 there were seventeen cases of
which one was classified typhoid-malarial.
In 1878 Kittson searched for the cause and method
of transmission for the typhoid cases. He believed
transmission was by water and not by air, and from
contaminated swamps which contained decomposing vegetable matter and carcasses of horses and buffalo. In rainy weather, the marshes overflowed and
the excess water spilled into the nearby creek. A few
days later the first case of Mountain Fever, or
typhoid-malarial as it was also called, broke out
amongst the settlers. Only one out of five Metis hamlets in the hills the epidemic. It was in a secluded
spot in a beautiful forest fed by clear spring water.
Kittson found a cesspool behind the Division A huts
at Fort Walsh. It had become contaminated by the
Sergeant’s mess cook throwing slop into it. The men
complained of a bad smell coming up from underneath the floor of their nearby bunkroom. To prevent
an outbreak, the men were quarantined outside the
Fort, and a separate latrine tent was pitched. Huts
were disinfected with the fumes of burning sulfur on
a rotational basis. Windows were inserted to improve
ventilation. Bunks were replaced with wooden beds.
37. Turner, J.P.
38. Jukes, Augustus

Dr. Kittson felt the improved hygiene practices introduced during 1879 resulted in only one case of
typhoid-malarial fever. The victim contracted the disease outside the Fort. Kittson recommended seven
sanitary measures be taken and supported an eighth
recommended by Dr. Kennedy for separate lavatories
for all NWMP Forts.
Kittson noted two other interesting Indian cases. Both
he described as lunatics. One was an old squaw,
who with kind treatment and good food recovered.
The second was a young half-breed, who had endangered his nephews but was found to be perfectly
harmless and obedient.
A case of diphtheria was diagnosed with a large
accompanying abscess. Improved diets for the sick
men were recommended. Based on his six years of

Dr. Kittson’s Report on Diseases in 1879
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The North West Mounted Police, Volume I: 169, Kings Printer, 1950.
“Endemic Fever in the North West Territories”. Supplement to the Northern Lancet, pages 1-16, January
1890. Dr. Jukes the Senior NWMP surgeon from 1882-1892, recommended ten grains of Quinine to be
repeated in one hour if the temperature had not increased. This procedure was to be repeated with every
“intermission” until a remission of 24 hours was established. He based it on the treatment adopted by the
medical officers of the Army of the Potomac, during the American Civil War.
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experience, Kittson asked for the introduction of beer
and spirits. In total Kittson saw two hundred and thirty-five patients in 1879, which he diagnosed with
neuralgia (ten), syphilis (two), chronic rheumatism
(six), sore throat (thirteen), coughs etc. (twenty-one),
diarrhea (fifty-three), bilious (eleven), dysentery (six),
boils (four), and minor surgery (thirty-four). The average stay in the hospital was ten days. His average
hospital census was about seven and attendance at
sick parades averaged one or two men each day.

The 1879 Report of Dr. G.A. Kennedy(39)

Surgeon Kennedy reported no fatalities in 1879. Two
men were declared unfit for duty and invalided. Both
were asthmatics who had their disease before they
joined the Force. One had been getting worse for five
years while in the NWMP. The other had the disease
for eight years and was told the dryness of the country was excellent for asthmatics. He too had worsened since his arrival. Kennedy concluded it was not
a place for asthmatics and recommended examining
physicians be so cautioned.
On September 20, 1879 Surgeon Kittson developed
remitting or Mountain (typhoid) fever, while treating
Inspector Steele at Fort Walsh. Surgeon Kennedy was
called. Sergeant John Lauder replaced Kennedy at
Macleod. On his arrival at Fort Walsh, Dr. Kennedy
found another sixty non-NWMP patients to treat.
Kennedy’s report also listed the large number of
Indians, chiefly Bloods, Blackfeet, and North Peigans
he treated. The commonest aboriginal diseases
involved eye and chest infections, which he observed
were particularly common amongst females. He
reported that most females over the age of thirty did
not have “sound lungs”.
After making recommendations to improve hygiene,
Kennedy requested that a new hospital be built at
Fort Walsh. He declared the current hospital unfit for
habitation. Kennedy noted a half-inch of dust everywhere in summer, an inability to keep the hospital
warm in the winter and the possibility that the roof
was falling down. He also saw two hundred and six
patients or an average of six a day at his sick
parades. The average length of stay in hospital
increased because of the two asthmatics.

Dr. Nevitt’s Post NWMP Years 1878-1929

Nevitt never met his successor, the fourth NWMP
Surgeon Dr. G.A. Kennedy. Dr. Nevitt returned to
39. Kennedy, George
40. Oko, A.J.
41. Ritchie, J.B.
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A Winter at Fort Macleod. “Dumping Whiskey”,
sketch by Dr. Nevitt

Toronto on June 22 and took the hand of Elizabeth
Beaty, his fiancée of four years to whom he had written so many descriptive letters. The Nevitt letters
were acquired in 1974 by Glenbow from Nevitt’s
granddaughter Mrs. A.A. McArthur of Hamilton,
along with many sketches and watercolors.(40)
In October 1878, Nevitt recommenced his medical
studies. He completed the requirements for an MD
from the University of Toronto’s Trinity Medical
College in 1882. After graduation, he took a special
course in Gynecology and Obstetrics in London,
England.(41)
In 1883 he was appointed to the Chair of Sanitary
Science at Women’s Medical College (WMC). In
1887 the Professor of Surgery position became
vacant. Dr. Nevitt applied and was appointed the
WMC Head of Surgery. He managed all the surgical
departments except Obstetrics and Gynecology.
In 1888 Nevitt succeeded Dr. Alexander McPhedran
as the Dean of the Women’s Medical College. He
held that position until it federated with the Trinity
Medical College and the UofT in 1906. He stopped
teaching that year, but remained a member of the
Academy of Medicine of which he was one of the

“Report of Surgeon Kennedy”, November 30, 1879, pages 33-35.
“The Frontier Art of R.B. Nevitt”, page 50.
“Early Surgeons of the North West Mounted Police: Part V”, page 262.
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the first exhibit of Nevitt watercolors. To complement
the exhibit, six months of Dear Lizzy letters were
published in A Winter at Fort Macleod.(44) So were Dr.
Kittson’s combined 1874 and 1875 NWMP reports,
in A Chronicle of the Canadian West.(45) A total of
107 sketches were acquired by Glenbow in the centennial year of the March, 1974. Seventy-six were
put on exhibit, along with ten more that were loaned
from the Art Gallery of Hamilton.(46)
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Jerry Potts and Friends (l. to r. Adams, D.B.R., Jerry Potts,
Kidd) November 21, 1875. Sketch by Dr. Nevitt

founders. The Academy made him an honorary member shortly before his death.
Nevitt was described by colleagues as tall and distinguished, and as having a good clinical instinct, a
trained mind, and a deft hand. He was “modest and
retiring, strong in will and inflexible in purpose”, and
averaged a delivery a day throughout his career.(42) He
had a scholarly interest in Greek and Roman authors.
On one occasion he translated a German medical
book into English. His knowledge of Latin was functional as well.(43)

Dr. Nevitt as an Early Artist

In addition to his medical and obstetrical skills, Dr.
Nevitt was an amateur self-taught artist. Nevitt must
have brought pigments, dyes and brushes with him,
for he soon began to paint the outdoor scenes in his
surroundings which appealed to him. He made a
point of capturing all the major events that he attended. Many were one-of-a-kind records of Treaty signings, portraits of Chiefs, NWMP activities, etc.
On the 100th Anniversary of the NWMP Trek in
1974, the Glenbow Foundation of Calgary assembled

42. Cameron, Irving H.
43. Ritchie, J.B.
44. Dempsey, Hugh A.
45. Kittson, John G.
46. Oko, A.J.
47. Chalmers, John W.

Nevitt was not the only artist on the 1874 March.
Twenty-two year old Henri Julien was sent by the
Canadian Illustrated News with the second contingent that left on June 6, 1874 from Toronto. Julien
completed forty sketches which were printed in the
News.(47)

The Nevitt Family

The Nevitts had six children. Two sons survived:
Irving and Richard in Toronto. The two Nevitt daughters married. Mary became the wife of Edgerton
Ryerson, an Anglican Minister, and Sarah the wife of
Dr. Davidson Black the anatomist, who discovered
the Peking skeletons (homo siniensis) in China. Two
sons died in WWI: Reverend Barrington Nevitt in
1918, and Bertram, who was killed in action in
1916. Mrs. Nevitt died in 1927, nine months before
Dr. Nevitt passed away on May 11, 1928.
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