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Abstract:

The autbhor reviews tbe research
produced on the bistory of
municipal policing in Canada, partly
through the creation and analysis of
a database. There are three types of
work: comprebensive treatments,
bistorical case-studies of particular
polic forces, and studies examining
subprocesses in particular forces.
The autbor then discusses this
literature’s advantages and
disadvantages. Finally, the author
makes a series of recommendations
Jor improving the existing
knowledge base.

Résume:

L’auteur étudie les recherches
effectuées sur Ubistoire des corps
policiers municipaux au Canada
par, entre autres moyens, la
constituion et U'analyse d’'une banque
de données. L’article porte sur trois
types de documents : les études
exbaustives, les études de cas
bistoriques portant sur des forces
policiéres particuliéres et les études
que se penchent sur les
sous-procédés qui ont cours au sein
de certains corps policiers. L'auteur
examine ensuite les avantages et les
inconvénients de ce genere de
documents. En dernier lieu, il
propose une série de
recommandations en vue d’améliorer
Uensemble des connaissances
actuelles.

The Historical Treatment of Urban Policing in Canada:

A Review of the Literature*

Jeffrey Ian Ross

Introduction

With the exception of the North-West
Mounted Police (NWMP), and its succes-
sors the Royal North-West Mounted Po-
lice (RNWMP) and Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP), relatively little
published material exists on the history
of Canadian public police and policing in
general.! Nevertheless, the amount of re-
search produced on the history of munici-
pal policing in Canada is growing. At the
beginning of the 1990s one could only
point to a handful of studies. Today there
are at least 41 separate efforts (i.e., doc-
toral dissertations, master’s theses, re-
ports, articles, chapters, or books). They
provide a knowledge base that can and
should be built upon. In order to improve
the quality and scope of future research, |
created and analysed a database on this
material. Here | divide the work into three
categories, then discuss the advantages
and disadvantages of this literature, includ-
ing the sources used. In sum, | review what
has been written in order to point out ap-
propriate directions for future research.

Historical Context

Canadian police forces developed both
from English and French traditions, and
later adopted structures, policies, and
practices from American police forces.
The first police officers appeared on the
streets of Quebec City in 1651.2 Never-
theless, most of today’s municipal police
forces were not established until the mid-
1800s, when communities had substan-
tial populations. The process became
more formalized after Confederation,
when the Constitution Act (1867) gave
the provinces the power to establish po-
lice forces in their own jurisdictions.

In 1873, the North-West Mounted Police

was created. It was primarily responsible
for patrolling the western provinces, and
later absorbed the Dominion police,

which at the time provided security for
government buildings. Due to organiza-
tional and political imperatives, the force
was later renamed the Royal North-West
Mounted Police, and then the Royal Ca-
nadian Mounted Police.

Almost every province, at one time or an-
other, has had a provincial police force.
However, due to public criticism involv-
ing allegations of corruption or decisions
motivated by cost effectiveness, many
provincial police forces were disbanded,
and policing in those provinces was con-
tracted out to the RCMP. Today, only the
provinces of Ontario, Quebec, and New-
foundland have their own provincial forces.
Since the early 1960s, there have been a
number of regionalizations of police forces
in selected provinces (e.g., Ontario, Que-
bec), in an effort to provide a consistency
and fuller range of services, and to save
money.3

Currently, urban police forces are the
largest police organizations in Canada in
terms of numbers of police officers em-
ployed and resources consumed, and
comprise about 55% of the total police
personnel. They are established and
regulated under provincial legislation,
which requires cities and towns to furnish
adequate policing for their communities.
Municipal police agencies are responsi-
ble for “enforc[ing] all laws relating to
their area of jurisdiction,” including fed-
eral statutes such as the Criminal Code,
Narcotic Control Act, and Food and Drug
Act, provincial statutes, and the by-laws
of the municipality.*

Historiographby

In an effort to provide a relatively compre-
hensive picture of the historical research
on urban police in Canada, | consulted
bibliographical sources® and all refer-
ences of the material gathered. This
yielded a database of 41 separate
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treatments.® These were then coded on
six variables that are descriptive of the
field.” Historical research on municipal
policing in Canada can be traced back
to 1964. Since that time, there has been
a steady flow of one to three works pub-
lished or completed each year.8 This lit-
erature has been distributed amongst, in
growing order of frequency: doctoral dis-
sertations (2%), master’s theses (11%),
reports (internal/consultants) (15%),
chapters in books (17%), journal articles
(26%), and books (30%). In general,
there are three categories of historical re-
search on urban police in Canada: com-
prehensive treatments, case-studies of
particular forces, and analyses of particu-
lar processes that occur in particular po-
lice departments.®

Few books have been written that offer
an overview of the history of urban polic-
ing in Canada. More common is material
that makes passing reference to the sub-
ject. Typically such material appears as
chapters in books that cover the Cana-
dian criminal justice system;'0 or urban
processes in Canada;'! as chapters in
edited anthologies on the police in Can-
ada; 2 or journal articles. 13

One of the most comprehensive treat-
ments of the police was written by the for-
mer head of the RCMP and his wife. It
traced the origins of policing at all levels
of government, dating from the first po-
lice officers who patrolled Quebec City to
the modern police forces at the time the
book was published. Even though the
authors provide a good foundation and
use a variety of sources, they have been
criticized for being “rather uncritical,
[and] non-issues oriented,”'® and for pro-
viding more description than analysis.
Additionally, the authors did not conduct
any archival research nor did they test or
develop any theories.

Subsequent efforts to document the history
of police have been brief and nonanalyti-
cal. For example, Chapman and Cooper
each provide short reviews, which, while
useful as introductions, are primarily based
on the Kellys’ work, and consequently are
rather superficial and sketchy.'®

In contrast, a report by Talbot, et al.,
most of which was reprinted elsewhere,
attempts to provide a comprehensive his-
torical treatment of policing in Canada.'”
Two chapters examine federal policing,
one reviews provincial policing, one de-
scribes private and special police, while
the final chapter examines urban polic-
ing. With respect to urban areas, the
authors review the history of policing in
separate jurisdictions, devoting one or
two paragraphs to major centres in Can-
ada. Noticeably absent from their discus-
sion are Vancouver and Edmonton. One
of the problems with this work is that
each section is derived primarily from a
single source, ranging from master’s the-
ses to reports produced by police depart-
ments themselves.

In a larger project, Talbot, et al., '8 ex-
pand their earlier study and examine the
history of policing at the federal, provin-
cial, and municipal levels. This report
covers four time periods: “The Origins of
Canada’s Police to 1900,” “Canada’s Po-
lice in the Early Twentieth Century:
1900-1920,” “Canada’s Police in the
‘Boom-Bust’ Years: 1921-1945,” and
“Post-War Policing in Canada:
1946-1984.” Despite this conceptualiza-
tion, the content is similar to their earlier
effort and consequently suffers from
many of the same problems.

Finally, Greer's chapter'® reviews the his-
tory of policing in Canada with a special
emphasis on the cities of St. John (NB),
Quebec City, Montreal, Toronto, and
Hamilton. He looks at the varied roles of
the justice of the peace, high constables,

night watch, and garrisoned British sol-
diers who occasionally had policing func-
tions, and then examines the
development of urban police forces and
rural policing in Lower Canada. He sees
the creation of modern police forces as
attempts by governments to exert their
control over people they deemed “less
desirable individuals.” While providing
an analytic perspective, the author’s cov-
erage is very brief and stops in the mid-
1800s.

Although this literature has provided re-
searchers and scholars of urban Cana-
dian police with a knowledge base, most
of it is embryonic, and consequently su-
perficial 20 Part of the problem with pre-
senting a comprehensive treatment of
municipal policing is that many Canadian
provinces came into Confederation at dif-
ferent times. Consequently, several po-
lice forces were established before their
jurisdiction was officially part of Canada.
Comparison of police departments dur-
ing these early periods is difficult be-
cause they varied considerably in their
policies and practices. Additionally,
there are far too many gaps (i.e., few re-
cords, or none at all) in the history of po-
licing in Canada. Hence a
comprehensive history of policing in this
country is at best premature.

Case-studies

Case-studies of individual urban police
departments in Canada (45% of publish-
ed research) are more common than
comprehensive treatments. In the main,
there are three types of historical case-
studies: those written by a team of offi-
cials and academics, official works, and
academic treatments.

Occasionally, academics and police offi-
cers have collaborated. This arrange-

ment makes sense because “‘in-house’
historians have both insiders’ knowledge
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and access to sources,” while academ-
ics have the theoretical and specialist
knowledge that insiders often lack. One
of these books is The Saint John Police
Story, co-authored by Peter McGahan,
William Higgins, and Gerald Wallace.

A number of case-studies (32%) are offi-
cial histories. In this context, they had the
police department’s cooperation or wrote
under its direction. In part, as Marquis
observes, this is due to the fact that
“[uJrban police departments invariably
produced their amateur historian, usually
a constable, NCO or detective who func-
tioned as unofficial archivist and chroni-
cler.”2! Alternatively, retired chiefs of
police, with time on their hands, have
written official histories. “Official histories
have been aimed at members of the de-
partment and public-spirited citizens. In re-
cent years a number of municipal
departments have produced commemora-
tive histories which vary in their quality of
research.”? These books are especially
useful for public relations.

The lion’s share of official histories “are
organized according to the regimes of
various police chiefs and make liberal
use of anecdotes,”?® made up of photo-
graphs of badges, crests, uniforms, po-
lice officers, and station houses, or are
reproductions of correspondence and
statistics, and occasionally focus on “lu-
rid crimes and acts of bravery."24 Official
histories have been written of the Am-
herst, Edmonton, Hamilton, Lethbridge,
St. John (NB), Stellarton, Sudbury, Win-
nipeg, and Vancouver police forces.
Common sources of information are inter-
views with active police officers, reminis-
cences of former police officers,
newspaper and magazine articles, archi-
val photographs, letters, and diaries.

Alternatively, the majority of case-studies
of particular forces are academic and
have been written by social and urban

historians, and criminologists. Scholars
have placed police departments into the
economic, social, and political context of
the municipalities under investigation.2®
“Academic journal articles on the Cana-
dian municipal police first appeared in
the 1980s."26 Case-studies have been
produced on police departments in Cal-
gary, Charlottetown, Hamilton, St. John
(NB), Toronto, Quebec City, Brantford,
and Montreal.2” Many of these studies
examine not only the police, but also the
sources and causes of crime. Like offi-
cial histories, the academic case-studies
of particular forces may be buttressed by
photographs and tables of statistics.

Analytical Studies

Of the 21 analytical studies,?8 approxi-
mately a third deal with miscellaneous
themes such as police unionism, police
as a social welfare agency, technology
of police, organization of police, value
changes, and the influence of the British
garrison on the police (See table 1).
Most, however, examine police control of
undesirables, class-based policing, po-
lice courts/magistrates, and professionali-
zation. Even though four theories (i.e.,
disorder control, crime control, class con-
trol, and urban dispersion) have been ar-
ticulated to explain the growth of police
departments, 9 the underlying current in
the historical analyses of processes in
Canadian urban police forces seems to
be evenly divided between only two: ex-
aminations of the class-control theory30
and the disorder-control theses.3! Few
authors adopt the crime-control or urban
dispersion theories. The predilection to
adopt the class-control thesis has been
explained by Marquis who suggests that,

Sociologists, who rarely have anything
positive to say about the contemporary
police, and historians influenced by
British working-class and European so-
cial historiography will, by nature,

stress class instrumentality. Police his-
torians will be less sweeping in their
claims. The difference between the
overt class-control interpretation and a
more nuanced, case-by-case ap-
proach may be the difference between
objective and subjective considera-
tions of class.®?

It also appears that some of the class-con-
trol examinations have been framed in the
context of broader examinations of particu-
lar departments or the presence of social
welfare predilections of municipal police 33

Table 1:
Studies Examining Subprocesses
in Particular Police Forces
Number
Subject of Works
Police control of undesirables 4
Class-based policing 3
Police courts/magistrates 3
Professionalization 3
Police unionism 1
Police as a social welfare 1
agency
Technology of police 1
Organization of police 1
Value changes 1
Influence of Police Garrison 1
Missing 2
Total 21

Like official histories and academic
cases-studies, work on subprocesses in-
clude photographs and statistics, but
they are used for pedagogical rather
than aesthetic purposes.

38 Urban History Review / Revue d’bistoire urbaine Vol. XXIV, No. 1 (October, 1995 octobre)



The Historical Treatment of Urban Policing in Canada

Understandably, and regardless of the
category of literature, the greatest
amount of research has been conducted
on the Toronto and Montreal police de-
partments. (See table 2). The police
forces of cities such as Halifax, Regina,

in Particular Forces

Official Official

Toronto E 1
wil\r/IontreaI ; 3

Hamilton 1
7 St. John (N.B.) 1

Calgary

Edmonton 1

Quebec City 1

Vancouver k 1

Amherst 1

Brantford !

Charlottetown

Fredericton

Lethbridge 1

St. John's (Nfld.) |

Sudbury 1

Stellarton 1

Thunder Bay | 1
| Winnipeg | 1
\ Total | 15

Saskatoon, and Victoria have not been

studied in a historical fashion.

Sources of Information

A variety of sources have been used to
construct these histories. Even though

Academic
(entire force)

1

Academic
(subprocess)

9
4
2
o

24

Table 2: A Breakdown of Official, Academic Case Studies of Particular
Forces, and Academic Case Studies of Subprocesses

i Total

i

41

* One of these was researched and written by a team of academics and insiders.

most researchers depend on other aca-
demic treatments, they also utilize gov-
ernment documents, including internal
departmental and annual reports, corre-
spondence among police chiefs and poli-
ticians, and “books or registers covering
occurrences (incidents or persons en-
countered on patrol or responding to a
call), data from police courts, charges
(arrests and summons), personnel (duty
rosters, pay and personal information)
and equipment.”34 Relevant materials in-
clude “records of magistrates’ courts,
jails and prisons,”3® which can be found
in their respective municipal, provincial,
and national archives. Finally, re-
searchers often depend on newspaper
and magazine articles, which are often
microfiimed and located at local universi-
ties or public libraries.

Some police departments have archives,
of varying public accessibility. For exam-
ple, the Metropolitan Toronto Police has
an archives, but | found this material very
difficult to use, largely because the de-
partment erects many bureaucratic ob-
stacles to free access. Alternatively,
some law enforcement agencies deposit
their archival materials in municipal and
provincial archives, but it may take a
long time for this material to be cata-
logued and available to researchers. In
other words, academic historical re-
search on police departments in Canada
is, in part, dependent on the whims of in-
dividual police departments and adminis-
trators. Alternatively, material deposited
at the provincial archives must fulfil free-
dom of information and privacy proce-
dures until they are released to the
public.38 In any event, Marquis cautions
that

When the researcher encounters a
large body of detailed documentation,
it is tempting to exaggerate the activity
and influence of an institution. As a bu-
reaucracy grows, the amount of docu-
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mentation it produces, much of it of a
housekeeping nature, proliferates. The
great bulk of police work, unfortu-
nately, went unrecorded, particularly in
the smaller centres.3”

Finally, as Marquis observes, “Law
enforcement statistics present a number
of methodological challenges, particu-
larly if one seeks to study regional pat-
terns of criminality... Comparative
Canadian criminal justice statistics prior
to the 1960s are of dubious value.”38
Some of the variation can be explained
by “Local custom, the personality of the
police chief, the state of the economy,
the extent of charity or social services
and other variables [which] must be
taken into account when using such
statistics.” 39

Conclusion

A number of strategies to improve the
quality and amount of historical research
on urban policing in Canada could be uti-
lized. In general, more in-depth research
will allow us to test hypotheses or even
theories on the formation of police depart-
ments and particular processes that they
engage in. First, more work needs to be
conducted on individual police depart-
ments. As mentioned earlier, there are a
number of large police forces that lack of-
ficial or academic treatments of their his-
tory. Second, official histories of
departments should be counterbalanced
with academic efforts in order to provide
a different perspective. Third, a national
strategy, such as a documentation plan,
developed by specialists in this area of
research, might be formulated in order to
target the police departments most in
need of study. Fourth, there needs to be
better access to official sources of infor-
mation on police in particular jurisdic-
tions, especially those that have been
ignored. Finally, now that a number of
case-studies of particular forces have

been completed, we need to encourage
researchers, who work in this area, to
conduct comparative case-studies to
test existing hypotheses on police devel-
opment and activities.
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