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Although most settlement in Manitoba was brought about by the initiative of individual families, the Dominion Government, in an attempt to encourage more rapid development of the newly-acquired North West, granted reserves to companies and individuals on the condition that they place settlers on the land within a given time.  The earliest of these schemes was the granting of four townships in the area of present-day Rapid City to John Ralston of Ottawa in 1874.


John Ralston first contacted Lieutenant Governor Morris of Manitoba on June 14, 1874, proposing a group settlement plan.  Little is known of Ralston prior to that date, except that he was residing in, or had resided in Ottawa, and sent to Morris the following list of "Gentlemen most of whom have known me for a term of fifteen years whilst in business on the Gatineau, Co. Ottawa:

George Hay. Esq., Hardware Merchant, Ottawa

I. (or J.) M. Currier, Esq., M.P., Ottawa

Elsonzo Wright, Esq., M.P., Co. Ottawa

James Sheid, Esq., M.P., Co. Ottawa

Robert Farley, Esq., Crown Land Agent, Co. Ottawa

Seth Cotes, Esq., Warden, Co. Ottawa

G.L. Chitty, Esq., Bookkeeper for Gilmore & Co, Gatineau Mills."

Ralston's first interests were clearly industrial rather than agricultural.  He reported to Morris that he had been travelling through the Western United States observing business, mining and manufacturing methods, with a view to forming a "manufacturing company composed of practical men of all trades and manufactures, possessed of small capital to start a town in [Manitoba]."
  He decided, however, that until the C.P.R. reached further west, this would not be possible.


He therefore turned his attention to agricultural settlement.  If the government would permit him to select four townships and offer him personal inducement in land and/or money, he felt he would have no difficulty in getting a large number of settlers from the United States, people with means and adaptability to any kind of work, to start a colony in Manitoba.  He claimed that he could settle half a million acres by allowing a homestead of 160 acres to every male over 21, and privileges of purchase of 160 acres more.


The interesting feature of his scheme is that it concerned the repatriation of English-speaking Canadian citizens who had gone to the United States, but had never taken American citizenship.  The people he proposed to repatriate were mostly miners residing at Marquette, Michigan, who had apparently migrated from Ontario several years earlier.  To persuade Morris of the feasibility of his scheme, he forwarded letters from the following sixteen men who expressed an interest in settling in Manitoba:


Thomas Robinson

H. Gregory, Contractor, Builder and Superintendent of Building,
     3rd and Maple Street, Marquette


W. Fraser McDonald


Timothy McNamara


Henry Deans


Edward H. Howell


W.H. Simpson


Samuel Dale


Dennis Hurley


Andre Gates


Edd Lawton


Henry Maloney


John Ryan


John Lloyd Jones


Chas M. Finch


Jas Kinden


Of the four letters bearing these signatures, only the one from H. Gregory specifically stated that he was "a Canadian by birth and still hold(s) to the principles."


Ralston's correspondence with Morris shows a keen awareness of Canadian-American rivalry in the area of immigration and settlement.  He pointed out that if the Canadian Government offered them the same inducements as the American government had offered them to leave, the emigrated Canadians would return.  In comparing immigration facilities, he argued that the Canadian immigration sheds should be improved at least to include floors and windows, so as to compare more favourably with the more attractive American sheds.  He further proposed that he be allowed to act as an independent agent, rather than a crown agent, because
an Agent appointed by the Dominion if known to be such would meet a strong opposition by the Native American Businessmen and the Fenian Class of Irish as there is a strong feeling against the Dominion by those classes, they are very much afraid that Canada will prosper.

Remarks such as these were clearly designed to encourage the Anti-American sentiment which he thought would win him the most support in Canada.


Morris endorsed Ralston's proposal for repatriation, but because immigration was a federal matter, he referred Ralston's letter to Canada's Department of Agriculture.
  On June 30, John Lowe, Secretary of the Department of Agriculture, replied directly to Ralston at Fort Garry, informing him that he would be paid a commission for each immigrant brought from the United States to Manitoba.  Lowe further stated that although there were objections to "…locking up considerable tracts of land for a long period …", he was sure that there would be no objection to omitting certain townships from departmental advertising for a certain period of time.  However, the provisions of the Dominion Land Act would apply to any such lands thus reserved for Ralston.  As for any transport assistance to individual immigrants, the government would not go beyond giving free passes over the Dawson Route.


Ralston replied with further elaboration of his scheme.  He proposed that the government set aside four townships for his settlers.  Land would be homesteaded with the option to purchase an additional 160 acres at $1.00 an acre.  Each settler would have to have approximately $1,000 in cash for farm implements.  He requested for his settlers free transportation, use of government immigration sheds, and the right to receive free all government immigration literature.  In return for his efforts, Ralston wanted a commission of $10.00 per settler or a flat $15,000 payable in cash, land or cash and land at $1.00 per acre.  He requested four years in which to meet the terms of the agreement and suggested that, when this was completed, he would bring British immigrants to settle other lands at a commission of $10.00 per adult and $5.00 per child under 12.


The Department of Agriculture approved Ralston's scheme, but authorized a reduced commission of $4.00 per adult and $2.00 per child between 1 and 15 years of age.  The four townships would be held for four years if Ralston placed 120 families on the land each year.  Ralston's commission would be paid each year upon receipt of a certificate from the government agent at Fort Garry to the effect that Ralston's settlers were fulfilling their settlement duties.


The following spring, Ralston organized his prospective colony.  Distributing pamphlets advertising Manitoba and the North West, he collected at least 250 settlers from the regions of Menominee and Marquette, Michigan and prepared them for a trip to Manitoba via the Dawson Route.
  Each person signed a declaration of intent "to become settlers in 'Ralston's Colony' in the North West Territories of the Dominion of Canada".


In the meantime, Lowe reserved Townships 13 and 14 in Ranges 19 and 20 West.  Advising Ralston of this arrangement, he indicated that the Minister had decided to increase the per capita commission to $5.00 per adult over 15, and $2.50 per child who actually settled the land.  Ralston would not be required to settle anyone on the Townships in 1874, but must place 200 families on these lands by the end of 1875.  Free passes would be issued for the Dawson Route to those immigrants signing the declaration of intent, and each immigrant was to report his arrival into Winnipeg immigration agent, William Hespeler.


The Minister of the Interior, in reserving four townships for Ralston on July 20, 1874, added the proviso that all lands within the four townships which had not been homesteaded or purchased by January 1, 1876, would be open for "… public sale and general settlement without notice of any kind being given to Mr. Ralston …"


The actual migration did not meet with Ralston's or the Dominion's expectations.  Ralston and his party of 312 people left Marquette about the middle of June.
  They spent 42 days on the Dawson route between Fort William and Winnipeg.  Though transportation was free, they had to purchase camping implements, cooking utensils, food and blankets from Carpentry and Company.  Four cooks were hired by Ralston to travel with his party.
  While the journey must have been exceptionally difficult, arrival in Winnipeg did not bring an end to problems.

From the 1st of July up to the close of navigation, the immigrant sheds were overfilled, which was principally owing to the inferior management of the Dawson Route contractors, causing at the time severe losses to the new settlers, who were in many cases compelled to wait from three to five weeks for their baggage, after enduring a most trying journey which averaged twenty-two days.

Some of the immigrants left Winnipeg to return home, others stayed in search of work, and some went on to the townships, although a severe grasshopper infestation discouraged most of the latter from taking up residence.


When employment was difficult to find, the colonists appealed to the American Consul and the Dominion Government, claiming that they had been induced here by Ralston's promise of work.  Ralston urged that immediate construction begin on 10 miles of the Pembina Branch railway to keep the newcomers employed,
 but the federal government was unable to act quickly enough to aid the first group of immigrants.
  Less than sympathetic, the Department of Agriculture refused any financial aid or food supplies
 and would not reimburse Ralston for supplies he had purchased.  Tache, the Deputy Minister, expressed his concern that Ralston was bringing out indigent railway navvies and not the promised farmers with $1,000 capital.
  By mid-July some of the group had turned for Moorehead, Minnesota, a few by boat, and 26 on foot.  By the end of December, 1874, they had all left the province "with a few exceptions."


Although Ralston returned to the United States to continue his recruiting program, federal authorities were not satisfied with his 1874 effort.  On April 20, 1875, Lowe wrote to Ralston that as Ralston had not provided the declarations of settlers nor had the settlers registered with Hespeler in Winnipeg, the Minister had decided to discontinue the arrangement.
  Ralston replied with the signatures of his group, and a refusal to accept cancellation until the end of 1875, according to the terms of the agreement.
  In 1876, he appealed for an extension to the contract, pleading difficulties with the Dawson route, grasshoppers, and poor treatment by the Department of Agriculture.
  This was granted, but when 1876 brought no more settlers, the arrangement was terminated and the unoccupied land reverted to the Crown for sale and homestead purposes.


It is not clear how many of the Ralston colonists attempted to take up homesteads and how many left without registering a claim.  Because Ralston could not supply proof that any of the 40 people homesteading on his reserve had been brought out by him, he never received a commission payment from the Department of Agriculture.
  When James Trow, M.P., Chairman of Immigration and Colonization Committee in the House of Commons, visited the site in 1877, he reported that

Between the crossing and Tanner's bridge we found the Ralston colony, which up to this season was composed of two bona fide settlers with about two acres under cultivation.  About a hundred percent has this season been added to their numbers.  This settlement, as I predicted in 1874, proved a failure.

In checking the list of declared Ralston colonists with the homestead maps for the four townships in Ralston's reserve, only one definite link exists.  August Basler, the first to sign the declaration, registered a homestead on the site of present-day Rapid City, and his descendants continue to farm in the vicinity today.  Of the sixteen original names mentioned by Ralston as expressing interest in Manitoba, three surnames do appear on the original township maps.  J.W. Gregory is registered on 20/14/12, John McDonald on 20/14/25, and T. Maloney on 20/14/15.  There is no necessary connection between these names and the H. Gregory, W. Frazer McDonald and Henry Maloney who corresponded with Ralston.

While the Ralston Colony cannot be said to have contributed substantially to the development of the Rapid City area, John Ralston himself appears to have remained on a small segment of the reserve land granted for his scheme.  His name appears on the Dominion Land Office settlement plans as holding the SE quarter of Section 35, Township 13, Range 19, and the NW quarter of Section 34, Township 13, Range 19.  He also seems to have purchased a portion of the SW quarter of Section 3, Township 14, Range 19.  His home, which still stands, is said to have been the largest in the district in its time.  Ralston is said to have housed new settlers in some of the thirteen buildings on his property until they could establish places of their own.  He lived on his homestead on the Little Saskatchewan (Minnedosa) River until his death (ca. 1918).  He is buried in the Rapid City cemetery.


This attempt at colonization, although clearly a failure, represents a significant theme in the development of Western Manitoba.  It was the first colonization attempt in Manitoba, at a time when the relative merits of group, as opposed to individual settlement, were being debated.  James Trow, for instance, opposed the group settlement concept because he felt that lands granted as reserves for groups would be more quickly settled on individual initiative.
  Others, such as William Hespeler, Winnipeg Immigration Agent, seemed to feel that cohesive groups, such as the Mennonites, added substantially to the prosperity of the province.
  The fact that part of Ralston's reserve, when it reverted to the Crown, was granted to C.T. Whellmans and the Dominion Steamship Company, would indicate an administrative preference for group settlement plans.  When the formal reserve system was discontinued in 1878 in compliance with arguments such as Trow's, the Rapid City area had already seen the arrival of two organized groups of settlers, the one brought by the Dominion Steamship Co., and the other by Reverend L.O. Armstrong from Quebec.


Because the Ralston group was one of the first large groups to test the operation of the federal government's immigration system for populating the West, its difficulties were instructive in the improvement of facilities.  Although the group was unable to find employment in 1874, plans were made for future immigrants to work at building the Pembina and Fort Garry Railway in order to satisfy their immediate necessities until they could be settled.

Bibliography

Canada.  Sessional Papers.  38 Victoria (1875) No. 40, p. 53.

Emigrant.  Vol. 1, No. 7, p. 190.

Friesen, John.  "Settlement of Manitoba 1870-1900".  The Regional Review, Vol. I, No. 1 (April, 1963), 1-13.

Harland, George.  Minnedosa and Her Neighbours.  Minnedosa: George Harland, 1973.

Manitoba Free Press.  May 30, 1903, pp. 17-19.

Morton, Arthur S. History of Prairie Settlement.  Toronto: MacMillan Company of Canada, Ltd., 1938.

Public Archives of Canada.  Department of Agriculture. RG 17, Department of Interior.  RG 17.

Public Archives of Manitoba.  Archibald, Adam G. Collection, Brown, Florence M. Collection, Morris Alexander Papers, Lieutenant Governor's Collection, Ketcheson Collection.
Rapid City Reporter.  September 26, 1957, August 8, 1957.

Trow, James.  Manitoba and North West Territories.  Ottawa: Department of Agriculture, 1878.

Tyman, John Langton.  By Section, Township and Range.,  Brandon: Assiniboine Historical Society, 1972.

Endnotes
� Provincial Archives of Manitoba (hereafter Provincial Archives of Manitoba) MG 12/B1/270, Alexander Morris Papers, Lieutenant Governor's Collection.  John Ralston to Morris, Manitoba, June 14, 1873.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris, LG, H. Gregory to John Ralston, Marquette, Michigan, May 24, 1873.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris LG, John Ralston to Morris, Manitoba, June 14, 1873.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris LG, MG 12/B1/283, Government House to John Ralston, Fort Garry, June 19, 1873.  MG 12/B1/287, Morris to the Minister of Agriculture, Fort Garry, June 20, 1873.  MG 12/B1/308, Department of Agriculture to Morris, Ottawa, June 30, 1873.


� Public Archives of Canada, RG 17, Vol. 1507, Letterbook, pp. 144-145.  Lowe to Ralston, Ottawa, June 30, 1873.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG 17, Vol. 90, File 8704, 5 pp. Ralston to Lowe, Fort Garry, July 8, 1873.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG 17, Vol. 1507, Letterbook, pp. 179-180.  Lowe to Ralston, Ottawa, August 4, 1873.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG 17, Vol. 110, File 10722, 3 pp., Vol. III, File 1083, 2 pp. and Vol. 112, File 10918, 2 pp.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG, Vol. 131, File 13781, 13 pp.  Ralston to Lowe, Brighton, England, April 23, 1875.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG 17, Vol. 1509, Letterbook, pp. 204-205.


� Provincial Archives of Canada, RG 15, Vol. 231, File 1112, Memorandum, July 20, 1874, 3 pp.


� Canada Sessional Papers (hereafter CSP), 38 Victoria (1875) No. 40, p. 53.


� RG 17, Vol. 119, File 11652, 5 pp. Vol. 127, File 13379, 6 pp. and Vol. 150, File 15648, 4 pp.


� Canadian Sessional Papers, 38 Victoria (1875), No. 40, p. 53.  Late in this year, the first group of Russian Mennonites arrived to establish the first successful group settlement in the new Province of Manitoba.


� RG 17, Vol. 119, File 11652, 5 pp. Vol. 127, File 133796, 6 pp. and Vol. 150, File 15648, 4 pp.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris, Ketcheson Collection, Telegram Book 1, 138, A. Morris to the Honourable Alexander McKenzie, Fort Garry, July 16, 1874.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris K, TB 1, 147, Alexander McKenzie to Morris, Ottawa, July 21, 1874.  "I have been trying to effect arrangements for commencing the Railway to Pembina hope to be able to do something in September Impossible sooner.


� Provincial Archives of Manitoba, Morris K, TB 1, 146.  A. Morris to Honourable R.W. Scott of Ottawa, Fort Garry, July 21, 1874.  Morris urged federal immigration officials to distribute food to the destitute immigrants.


� RG 1y, Vol. 1509, Letterbook p. 256.


� Canadian Sessional Papers, 38 Victoria, (1875), No. 40, p. 53.


� RG 17, Vol. 1511, Letterbook, p. 208.  Lowe to Ralston, Ottawa, April 20, 1875.


� RG 17, Vol. 137, File 14363 and Vol. 141, File 14704.


� RG 17, Vol. 154, File 16079, 7 pp. Ralston to Lowe, February 17, 1876.


� RG 17, Vol. 1517, Letterbook, p. 221.


� Ibid.


� James Trow, Manitoba and North West Territories (Ottawa: Department of Agriculture, 1878), p. 38.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Canadian Sessional Papers, 38 Victoria, (1875), No. 40, p. 54.


� Tyman, By Section, Township and Range, p. 40.





