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From Religion to Race
Just as the Rocking P Gazette helps to contest the myth of the male chauvinist cowboy in the Canadian foothills in the 1920s, it ameliorates the
image of racial bigotry in rural Alberta as a whole. Prominent among the
scholars who have created this image is Professor Howard Palmer, who
has written of cases of discrimination against most non-Anglo groups in
the province and in particular against Blacks and Chinese.1 Other historians have also provided some very damning evidence of racism toward
Indigenous communities: Hugh Dempsey vividly describes the most celebrated massacre—the infamous Cypress Hills affair of 1873—in which
a number of American “wolfers,” Canadian traders, and Metis shot up
an Assiniboine camp, killing at least twenty men, women, and children;2
in Lost Harvests, Sarah Carter shows that discrimination within the
Department of Indian Affairs stood in the way of successful agricultural
development on western reserves; further, in “Rangers, Mounties, and the
Subjugation of Indigenous Peoples, 1870–1885,” Andrew Graybill argues
that the police do not deserve the praise some historians have heaped on
them for bringing the reservation system to fruition, as he informs us
that their prime objective was to cut the people off from their traditional food staple, the bison, ultimately subjecting the Cree and Blackfoot
to a life of poverty and starvation;3 and in Clearing the Plains; Disease,
Politics of Starvation and the Loss of Aboriginal Life, James Daschuk, as
his title suggests, takes that argument a step or two further.4
For the most part, people who advocated or constructed racial policies in the settlement of prairie western Canada were government or police officials in the East or they were residents of the bigger urban centres
in the West, including Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge, and Medicine
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Hat. They did not live in the countryside and did not experience the rural
frontier first hand. What the Rocking P Gazette evinces is that the tempering (though certainly not the eradication) of racist attitudes, was, as
with gender values, a reflection of the social environment in the countryside. One explanation for this we find in Paul Voisey’s exhaustive study of
the Vulcan area. Voisey shows that exclusivity by the English-speaking
majority in that community was next to impossible in political, religious,
social, and even sporting organizations because remoteness, the absence
of particular amenities, and low population numbers (compared to urban centres) dictated that people of different racial backgrounds had no
choice but to subject themselves to each other. This forced them to some
extent to turn a blind eye to cultural idiosyncrasies.5
A recent book by Professor Abram de Swaan helps us see this from
a new angle. De Swaan explains how, historically, bias against certain
groups in various societies around the globe has at times been augmented through a process of “compartmentalization,” even to the point of
making genocide acceptable.6 The author reveals that in numerous cases a minority group in a certain part of the world has been separated
socially, politically, and psychologically by and from the rest of society
and thus made to appear other than human. Using examples such as the
German slaughter of Jews during the Nazi era and the massacre of Tutsis
in Rwanda, he argues that segregation allowed people to be complicit
or even to participate in mass murder, without pangs of conscience. In
overly simplistic terms: it encouraged ordinary members of society to
view the victimized group as a malicious, immoral, subhuman whole
rather than a composite of individual men, women, and children. This
enabled them to raise feelings of disdain to disgust, bias to extreme bigotry, and finally hatred to a justification for or acceptance of killing.
What happened in the Canadian West was just the opposite of compartmentalization. This is instructively illustrated in religious relationships. Out west, people of different Christian religions, cut off by crude
transportation facilities from more densely populated urban centres and
chronically short of capital, built and had to share very basic church facilities. This forced them at times to worship with Christian denominations other than the one they considered their own; and that encouraged
them to see the people in those denominations as human beings, and
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thus to be somewhat accepting of them and less intolerant.7 One example
comes from the correspondence of Mary Inderwick, an Anglican who in
the mid-1880s attended a Methodist sermon at Pincher Creek, Alberta,
simply because it was the only one available on that particular Sunday.
She disliked the service and especially the minister: “Though very earnest and suffering all sorts of hardships in his good cause, … he was the
wrong sort of man to do much good to wicked humanity. He was learned
in all but sympathy with young men’s high spirits and love of fun and he
lacked nice genial manners.” When, however, an Englishman “attacked
… the whole service” in a very “uncharitable way,” she jumped to its
support. “I glorified the whole church service including the awkward
little man who preached to us.” She acknowledged that in this she was
empathizing with a Methodist friend who was at the church on that day.8
The Rocking P Gazette suggests that the Macleays themselves were
among those who, in part because of the mixed-religion environment on
the second frontier, were not particularly zealous in their commitment
to a particular denomination.9 To be sure, they were Christians. Among
other things, in the December 1923 issue of the Gazette, a piece titled
“Christmas” lays out the traditional story of the birth of Christ. “Nineteen
hundred and twenty-three years ago, Joseph, the husband of Mary, had
a dream” in which “he saw an angel from God standing beside him who
said—‘Joseph, I have come to tell you that you and Mary shall have a
son sent by the Lord God. You shall call his name Jesus.’”10 However, the
lack of any but the most universal Christian expressions in the Rocking P
Gazette, and the fact that in the several stories in the paper in which the
church is mentioned it does not have a specific parochial label applied to
it, seems to indicate that the Macleays, like Mary Inderwick, tended to
be willing to look beyond denominational differences.11 Family members
did not let passionate commitment to one group or another cause strong
feelings. They apparently were even prepared to play down the often-volatile Protestant–Catholic relationship in Britain. A line in an educational
article in the Gazette glibly reads: “the people in the south of Ireland are
mostly Roman Catholic and good fighters, while the people in the North
are Protestants and quite peaceful.”12
This sort of attitude in rural western society as a whole is visible in
racial as well as religious relationships, and it derived from the same
11 | From Religion to Race
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Figure 11.1. Christian leanings. Rocking P Gazette, March 1925, 24. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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source: subjection to diversity caused (or enabled) people to blur traditional boundaries. There is little doubt, for instance, that government officials and North West Mounted Police officers who actually themselves
regularly patrolled the non-urban frontiers and spent much of their
time with Indigenous people showed a willingness to protect them from
white society and from the harsh policies they were supposed to be imposing. From the beginning, some police officers quickly extinguished
any attempts by the cattlemen to exaggerate Indigenous depredations or
to take the law into their own hands to deal with them. When George
and Edward Maunsell and some of their neighbours blamed local tribes
for the disappearance of their stock on range near Fort Macleod in the
late 1870s, Indian Commissioner of the North-West Territories, Edgar
Dewdney, backed by Colonel James F. Macleod of the North West
Mounted Police, told them in no uncertain terms that much of this was
undoubtedly due to cattle wandering back across the line to Montana
and of rustling by whites. “Can we shoot any Indians we find killing
our stock?” one of the ranchers asked. “If you do,” Dewdney told them,
“you’ll probably hang.”13 In the 1880s, Colonel Macleod himself showed
genuine compassion for the plight of tribal groups in southern Alberta
who seemed to be on the verge of starvation after the disappearance of
the Buffalo. He laid in all the provisions he could at Fort Macleod to
help them out, and he pushed for more government generosity in other
regions. He told his wife that he had “proposed that a supply [of foodstuffs] should be sent … to the Red Deer River to be given” the people
there. The “poor creatures have been living on fish for some time back
as the supplies here are about exhausted, but that source is now failing
them as the fish are going back from the creeks to the lakes where the
Indians cannot catch them with their nets.” Macleod was highly critical
of the government for not providing better. “I am not at all satisfied, with
the arrangements [it] has made about the supplies for the Indians,” he
continued. “Indeed, they do not appear to appreciate in the least the calls
that will be made upon them this summer. They appear to think that
the poor creatures can gain their livelihood by hunting—as if everyone
didn’t know that there is nothing for them to hunt.”14 There is also evidence of police personnel reaching out to particular tribal groups and
in so doing establishing amiable relationships with them.15 Nanton area
11 | From Religion to Race
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rancher Frederick Ings wrote of a Blackfoot Chief named Old Sun who,
he believed, “became a loyal ally of the Red Coats,” and actually called
them “the Red Man’s friends.”16
Arguably, the moderation of bigoted attitudes toward people of a variety of racial backgrounds occurred among many of the cattle ranchers
once they, like the Mounties, had been in the West and had experienced
the rural second frontier setting for a significant period of time. The
Macleays’ example helps to illustrate this. There is no question that by the
1920s they were cognizant of the fact that the social environment they
were living in was a multicultural one. In the western foothills, there was
a strong numerical predominance of Anglos—English-speaking people
from Great Britain, eastern Canada, and the United States. The Macleays
were representative of those who had been “Canadianized.” They were
aware of their Scottish heritage, but after immigrating to the Eastern
Townships in Quebec and then settling for decades in the West, they
had gone through the process of acculturation. They must, therefore, at
times have felt culturally distinct from even the more recent Anglo immigrants around them, whether from Great Britain, the United States,
or even eastern Canada. And they could not have failed to recognize
that there was a sprinkling of people in their society whose families had
originated in a variety of non-Anglo countries of continental Europe.17
Employed at one time on their own holdings were men with surnames
such as Koff (Jewish), Krepps (German), Van Eden (Dutch), Weise
(German), LeMaster (Americanized from the French, Lemestre), and
Orvis (Gaelic).
The fact that Rod Macleay hired these people and that he collaborated with a variety of cultures both on and off his ranches suggests
a certain imperviousness to racial differences. When he spent the day
repairing a hayrack with an employee of German descent, or when he
co-operated with a Dutch farmer to pasture his cattle in the wintertime,
or perhaps build a fence between their respective landholdings, he could
not help but recognize their personal characteristics and he lost any tendency to confuse them with some foggy vision he might have inculcated
of an alien mass.
Macleay had a long history of working with Indigenous people as
well as other non-Anglo groups. He knew of, and in his earliest years
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in the Alberta foothills probably paid into, funds that the stock associations provided to various bands to wage war against wolves that so
severely threatened the ranchers’ herds.18 Thereafter, he also hired band
members to work on his own place. A Stoney named Ezra Left-hand
is mentioned in the September 1924 issue of the Rocking P Gazette as
having stooked wheat in one of his fields.19 Years later the Lethbridge
Herald reported that Rod “employed … Indians” many times in “fencing, harvesting, horse-breaking and [for] numerous ranch duties.” It is
evident as well that he became empathetic toward these people when he
got to know them. In the 1940s he and a number of his neighbours went
out of their way to support the nearby Stoney band by putting pressure
on the federal government to find them more land considered necessary to their survival. Finally, in 1948, Indian Affairs succumbed to their
pressure by purchasing the Eden Valley ranch near Longview for the
tribe. In gathering for an annual pow wow on their “traditional meeting
place”—Macleay’s Emerson homestead—the Stoneys “spoke in gratitude
… to the white people who had aided them ably in representation to
government.” The Lethbridge Herald asserted that “no private citizen has
so consistently befriended the Stoneys and supported their claims,” as
Macleay. The “Indians” apparently emphasized that without [Macleay’s]
“help they could not have got through some of the hard winters.”20
Laura Macleay no doubt adjusted somewhat to cultural realities on
the frontier too, via her own subjection to diversity, and, perhaps to some
degree, in the process of assimilating her husband’s views. The same
could be said about Dorothy and Maxine, who, as we have seen, worked
cattle with various of the Macleays’ cowpunchers as they grew up. It is
evident, moreover, that all three members of the Rocking P Gazette’s staff
had reasons directly associated with the publishing business for embracing a multicultural attitude. As with any frontier newspaper, in order
to achieve credibility, they needed the collective support of their local
community. This they instinctively understood, and they did their best
to keep everyone on the ranch involved in the paper on a continuing
basis by, for instance, encouraging them to enter little monthly contests
to pick a title for a story,21 or to name a fictitious person,22 or simply to
pick a number from 0 to 99,23 or count dots.24
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Figure 11.2. One of the girls’ little competitions to keep the men interested. Rocking P
Gazette, November 1923, 54. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their
descendants.
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The fact that the ranch hands contributed so many of their own
written pieces to the publication indicates that they found it engaging.
However, at points when their work schedules were intense, their contributions to the Gazette tended to decline, as they did to the Foothhills
Terrors. At one such time, Dorothy and Maxine softly and indirectly
reprimanded them for not showing more enthusiasm.
Last month the overworked staff of the Gazette burned the
midnight oil (two whole whales full) in endeavour to meet
the pressing demands of a public hungry for samples of our
best literary food. … We accomplished something but there
were no outside contributions and no solutions to our contest. This month behold!!!!! Owing to the energetic agency at
the Bar S Ranch of our cowboy reporter, Frank Van Eden,
and the enthusiasm which he has inspired in all departments, punchers, farmers, cooks and bottle-washers—we
now place in the hands of our admiring circulation a champion number. N.B. New poets, New Artists, Record competition results, More Local News. … 25
In essence, the Gazette was a microcosm of its society. Like that society, it depended on co-operation and collaboration between the owners
(Dorothy and Maxine), the manager (Miss Watts), all the men (“punchers, farmers, cooks and bottle-washers”), and anyone else who was part
of the community around it (i.e. on Macleay ranches). To be successful it too needed the dedication and commitment of the Van Edens,
LeMasters, and Kreppses as much as those of the McDonals, McKinnons,
and Smiths. It is not really surprising, therefore, that the Gazette tended
to be a voice for racial harmony. The reader finds all kinds of evidence of
this. For instance, the jokes about nationality aimed at the numerically
predominant culture on the ranch—the one the paper’s founders themselves claimed—are numerous. The editors’ pen poked fun at Scottish
people, not just, as we have seen, for their language but also:
For their supposed parsimoniousness:

11 | From Religion to Race
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“A Scotchman, wishing to commit suicide, went next door
and carefully turned on his neighbor’s gas.”26
And sometimes more generally:
“An Englishman, a Scotchman and an Irishman had a wager
concerning which of them could stay longest in a room with
a skunk.
The Irishman went in first, stayed one minute and beat a
hasty retreat.
Then the Englishman, with his superior powers of endurance, remained in the room for two minutes before he was
beaten.
The Scot won the wager, as he stayed in for three minutes—
then the skunk came out!!” 27
A racially broad view is also reflected in plots and story lines the girls
and their teacher presented. Above all else, these show genuine affection and concern for Indigenous people. An excellent example is a piece
by Watts in the November 1924 issue in which she made ranch worker,
Ezra Left-hand, the hero.28 In describing Left-hand’s marriage ceremony,
Watts wrote:
[It] was held under the blue Skies, among the flaming glories
of the Indian Summer and to the glorious name of Left-hand
the preacher added that of “Ezra” which means “Help”—For
he prophesied that in years to come … [he] of the strong Left
Hand [would] do much to help his brothers, the Redmen,
in the days when whites should ride and herd cattle in the
Foothills of the West.29
This same recognition of the peril white folk wrought for Indigenous
people and their culture as they invaded their territory is evident in the
“Song of Hiawatha” credited to Annabella Trunk in the May 1924 issue.
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Figure 11.3. Depiction of a Scottish gentleman. Rocking P Gazette, November 1924, 34.
Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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It draws on Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 1855 poem of the same
name. “But with spring came food, and people from the far east who told
Hiawatha that the white man had come. That very day across the great
lake came the ‘canoe with pinions’ full of white people. Then Hiawatha
bid good-bye to old Nokomis, and got into his birch bark canoe and
sailed away into the west alone to die.”30
Dorothy, Maxine, and their teacher depicted Indigenous people as
heroic worthy of compassion and understanding. The Macleay girls’ visual art adds to this picture. It looks back to a perceived age when they
were warriors—gallant, forceful, self-determined—or hunters and traders—freely and purposely participating in the fur trade.
The Macleays’ attitude toward the Chinese workers they employed in
the 1920s, as reflected in the Rocking P Gazette, actually suggests a level of
racial compassion uncommon almost anywhere in the West at the time. It
also helps to illustrate the thesis promulgated in this chapter. In order to
understand this it is necessary to recognize that in tiny prairie towns as
well as the bigger urban centres, the Chinese were the one people against
whom prejudices were almost never overcome.31 They were constantly restricted to the bottom rung in the social hierarchy. White people were prepared to use their laundry services or eat in their restaurants, but they did
not want the Chinese to mix and mingle socially or politically with the rest
of society. Some Albertans went so far as to rally publicly against allowing
white women and girls to work in Chinese business establishments, presumably for fear the owners would infiltrate white blood lines.32
The Gazette, though, reflects a genuine warmth for the two Chinese
men who cooked the meals in the Macleay home during the early to
mid-1920s. Among other things, it features a piece in the February 1924
issue written in Mandarin by Charlie Lung, with a painting of a Chinese
junk next to it.33 Below the painting are Rudyard Kipling’s poignant and
race-transcending words: “Till the junk-sails lift through the homeless
drift and the East and the West are one.”
Chinese daffodils are the most beautiful of vistas
I have heard it said, “The people are the basis of the state, and
food is [as important as] Heaven to the people.”34 [I add that]
Food among the people cannot be lacking for [even] one day.
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Figure 11.4. Dorothy Macleay’s depiction of an Indigenous warrior. Rocking P Gazette,
April 1925, cover. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.5. Indigenous riders. Rocking P Gazette, February 1925, cover. Property of the
Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.6. Indigenous history as Dorothy and Maxine knew it. Rocking P Gazette,
April 1924, 30. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.7. Charlie Lung’s writings. Rocking P Gazette, February 1924, 37. Property of
the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Of the most auspicious of flowers, none can compare with
[Chinese] daffodils; of the most luxuriant of flowers, none
can compare with peonies. Among the sons or daughters of
men,35 there are none who do not pine and long [for Chinese daffodils]. In going to the morning market and in arriving at Maishen,36 sick and frail girls are most refreshed and
pleased and see [Chinese daffodils] as objects of diversionary
amusement, because no time is better than this37 [to enjoy
the beauty of Chinese daffodils]. Because the realm of the
British does not have these marvelous things,38 they alone
are called the king of flowers.
[Written by] Charlie Lung at Maiwei,39 on the outskirts of
[characters illegible].40
The Macleay girls also included Charlie Lung in the little monthly competitions they ran in their newspaper and, most remarkably, their teacher praised Lung and another Chinese cook, George Wong, in the short
story “Forty Years On.” In this story, Watts described the family and
only a few of its closest workers coming back for a reunion at the ranch
in 1964.41 “Supper was served on the hillside and the dear old cooks,
Charlie and Wong, surpassed themselves in the excellence of the repast.
Wong, the Chinese cow-boy-cook, had for long years been famous in the
wild and woolly West. Charlie smiling as ever, called Hullo! To all his old
friends, while he served out hot cakes and ’lasins pie.’”
Unlike most people in western society, the Macleay girls and their
teacher shared a home with their Chinese acquaintances and got to know
them on a personal level. To borrow from both Voisey and de Swaan, in
this situation exclusion and compartmentalization were impossible, and
long-standing racial sensibilities somewhat irrelevant. The objective here
is not, and has not been, to paint the Macleays, or any westerners, in eulogistic terms. We are not suggesting that anyone purged themselves of
Old World racial prejudices, only that in the frontier setting some people
found it necessary to temper them. To put this another way: men like
Colonel Macleod may have felt compassion for Indigenous people, but
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Figure 11.8. Ancient Chinese sailing ship or “junk.” Rocking P Gazette, February 1924,
36. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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Figure 11.9. Charlie Wong and other Macleay workers as the Gazette staff thought they
would look in forty years, featured in the same issue as Watts’ story, Rocking P Gazette,
May 1924, 77. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.
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that did not mean that they were able, or even tried, to think of them
as equal to themselves. “I have the room formerly occupied by Captain
Walsh [at the Cypress barracks] and sleep in his bed,” Macleod wrote to
his wife in 1878.42 “I cannot help thinking of the queer companions who
must have occupied it with him. I turn from the thought with a shudder. The idea of a dirty squaw in the place of the sacred person of one’s
wife. Isn’t it beastly—that’s the word that suits the case exactly.”43 We can
assume that the Macleays retained biases toward other races as well. It
was, moreover, the condition of their social and economic environment,
not some innate, forward-looking, enlightened view of the world, that
forced many people to soften some of their ideas on race or, indeed, gender. Amelioration of Old World values was a necessity, or at very least
helpful, in a remote and as yet relatively undeveloped agricultural society
where people routinely had to transcend traditional boundaries in order
to confront challenges such as putting out a prairie fire, feeding a number
of hungry cowpunchers, or putting together a “Conservatoire Musicale.”
Frontier historians have arrived at this conclusion when viewing
other societies during the building years. For instance, scholar and
historian of American frontier women’s history Sandra Meyres writes:
“many of the irrational myths and stereotypes which formed an important part of racist and nativist sentiment in the East and South were
also present in the [American] West.” However, “the face to face confrontations and political, religious and economic conflicts—which were
also an important part of nativism did not occur as often in frontier areas or in the new Western communities.” “Westering women,” Meyres
concludes, “packed many of their prejudicial myths and stereotypes
with them, but often these ideas were modified or sometimes discarded,
along with other prized possessions, when they confronted the frontier and its inhabitants” first-hand.44 In conjunction with other source
materials, the Rocking P Gazette enables (or requires) the historian to
depict the Macleays and their life on the ranch as they really were, rather than as we might assume them to have been. That is one of its most
substantive qualities.
It would be convenient to end the discussion of race in frontier society and in the Rocking P Gazette at this point. Unfortunately, that is not
possible. In dealing with the Macleays, their society and attitudes toward
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ethnicity, we cannot avoid considering evidence in the Gazette that on
the surface detracts from our argument. That is to say, there is some
discomfiting language that if taken in the modern context could, and
would, be considered extremely racist. To account for this and maintain
our argument, we need first to remind the reader (and ourselves) that
present-day values may differ from those of earlier times. When she, he,
or we come across words that now might be viewed as racially derogatory, it is necessary to recognize that the people who used them in the
1920s did not necessarily intend them that way. There are two examples:
in suggesting the cause of a forest fire, a report in the April 1925 issue
of the Gazette noted the possibility that it occurred when “an Indian
Squaw’s teepee was blown over in the gale.”45 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, white people often used this word. When it was
not accompanied by negative adjectives, they simply meant to signify an
Indigenous woman.46 Indeed, to cowpunchers in particular the word was
often a term of endearment. In Montana, Teddy (Blue) Abbott became
infatuated with an Indigenous girl who would have nothing to do with
him.47 “I wanted this girl so much that I asked her if she’d marry me,
but she wouldn’t do that either.” He explained that he and his buddies
“were starving for the sight of a woman, and some of the young squaws
were awful good-looking, with their fringed dress of soft deer or antelope skin that hung just below their knees. … Oh, boy, but they looked
good to us. But I was always that way. I always wanted a dark-eyed woman.”48 Abbott eventually married the daughter of a white rancher named
Granville Stuart and his full-blooded Shoshone wife. By all appearances,
they had a very happy marriage—producing eight children and numerous grandchildren.49
Abbott’s matrimonial harmony is actually replicated in a story in the
Gazette titled “In the Tall Timber,” in which a young man named Hal
Brown falls in love with and marries a “beautiful” “half-breed” named
“Melesse,” who stays with him through difficult times on the run from
the police, and nurses him for weeks through a dreadful disease, the
“Red Fever.”50
The famed cowboy artist, Charlie Russell, felt deep and genuine admiration for the Indigenous men and women he met in the American
and Canadian West. He painted the women many times, and he used
11 | From Religion to Race
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Figure 11.10. Charles M. Russell, Squaw Travois, 1895, watercolor, Montana Historical
Society Collection, X1954.01.01, Gift of Maude and Florence Fortune.

the now-offending “S-word” with anything but contempt or disdain.
To quote Russell’s best-known biographer, he treated the women “with
poignant tenderness” in his paintings. “In Indian Maid in Stockade,”
he “brought a unique interpretation to a portrait of a tribal beauty. The
woman slouches against the silver-grey logs of the fort, flaunting not
only her handsomeness, but her ornamentation as well. Russell imbued
her with independence, self-assurance, and almost a touch of defiance,
making the viewer aware of the woman’s sense of self-worth.”51 Charlie
Russell, like Teddy (Blue) Abbott and all the Macleays, lived and sometimes worked closely with Indigenous people. Once again, we would not
suggest that he or they had no biases toward them but simply that they
could not help but see and feel that they were people too.
Another word the Macleays and many others commonly used that
would today be considered not just racist but extremely so was the “N
word.” It would also be wrong, however, to simply label this as such in
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either the first or second cattle ranching frontiers. The word was regularly affixed to John Ware and his ranching outfit, but we should remember that Ware himself was one of the most widely respected and
time-honoured men in the western Canadian ranching community,
mainly because he put his celebrated rangeland skills to work establishing the cattle industry.52 “John is not only one of the best natured and
most obliging fellows in the country, but he is one of the shrewdest cow
men, and the man is considered pretty lucky who has him to look after
his interest,” reported the Macleod Gazette on 23 June 1885. On 2 March
1892, the Calgary Tribune stated that “no man in the district has a greater
number of warm-personal friends.”53 Slim Marsden of Vulcan once honoured him as “a famous Bar U cowboy, who in his heyday rode the wide
open spaces, broke uncountable wild broncos, started two ranches of his
own,” and was “known where ever stockmen gathered together, as a top
hand, the great and colourful personality—John Ware.”54
The cynic would say that Ware was accepted because, as was so often
said, though he was “black on the outside he was white on the inside.”55
But in a way, that is just the point. Before becoming a family rancher, he
had co-operated closely with white cattlemen, first in driving in stock
for the Bar U way back in 1882 and then as a cowhand working some
of the first great herds on the open range. He was known to be gifted
at all the specialties of the craft he and the other cowboys shared—“the
best specimen of the negro race who came as an expert cowman and
bronco-twister … a splendid roper and a grand roughrider.”56 The men
who worked alongside Ware were forced to see him as one of them. They
therefore adjusted their attitudes toward black people—a little. Were all
black people, like Ware, equal to whites in at least some respects? No—
but obviously, the possibility existed that some could be. Racism did not
go away—it was tempered.
The tempering rather than the obliterating of racial prejudice toward black people is also demonstrated by some of the humour in the
Gazette. Thus under “Jokes” in the September 1924 issue the following
dialogue appears:57 “When the colored couple were being married, and
the minister read the words, ‘love, honour and obey,’ the bridegroom
interrupted, ‘Read dat ag’in; parson; read dat onst mo’ so de lady kin
ketch de full solemnity of de meanin. I’se been married befo.’” This is just
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one of a number of times the editors put such language in the mouth of
a black person.58 Unquestionably, it illustrates the acceptance of stereotyping based on unconfirmed and, therefore, prejudicial assumptions.
However, it does not mean that the girls or their teacher hated black people. It just means they found what they assumed was the typical dialect
of that particular racial group amusing. Exactly the same could be said
about their rendition of the dialect typifying their own and a number of
their workers’ countrymen.59
First Scot – “Wot sort o’minister hae ye gotten, Geordie?”
Second Scot – “Oh well, he’s muckleworh [worthless]. We
seldom get a glint o’ him; six days o’ th’ week he’s envees’ble
and o the’ seventh he’s incomprehens’ble.”60
The Gazette illustrates too that the N word was sometimes (perhaps often) used as, or in, the name of a black horse. The obituary for a cowpuncher in the April 1925 issue reads: “For a number of years recently Bill Krepps has been on the Rocking P continually, except for a few
months in each year spent in Calgary, during the coldest winter months.
He will be best remembered, riding ‘Old Nigger Baby’ down the trail at
a slow walk, with little Buster bustling along at the cowhorse’s heels”61
When we judge this, we should acknowledge two facts. First, there was
almost nothing in this world a cowpuncher cared about more than his
horse—often his pal as well as his trusted mount—the one being that
could help make him great in a world of riding, roping, and cutting. His
or her name was a form of endearment, not an insult or fumbling effort
to equate a certain type of people with animals. Secondly, people in the
western foothills in the 1920s were isolated by time, great distances, and
bad roads from the racially fuelled world of the southern United States.
When Anglos used this expression, it reflected their naivety, their ignorance—but it did not necessarily signify aversion to, or loathing of, people whose predecessors came from Africa. In essence it just meant black.
Times change, social conditions change, meanings change. When
the N or the S word is used today it is undeniably, blatantly, and brazenly
racist. In the remote and isolated rural West of the past, when all sorts
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of people from all sorts of places had to moderate Old World presumptions for practical reasons, this was not necessarily so. Our next chapter
will underscore this argument by examining and trying to explain the
Rocking P Gazette’s vision of self.
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