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POLICE SCOUT .IERRY POTTS

f F Canadians want a counterPart to Davy Crockett, f ind-

I ing one should not be diff icult. The nomination of
r' 

Jerry Potts has much to commend it. The great little
buckskin-clad frontiersman who guided the North West
Mounted Police to the spot where Fort Macleod was built
in 1874, would furnish hero material for Canadian boys
and convincingly rival that of the highly publicized Mr.
Crockett.

J.*y Potts wasn't what anybody would call handsome.
He was small, pinched in features, round-shoulderecl, bow-
legged, pigeon-toed and his stunted growth of whiskers was
as untrimmed as native sagebrush. If he lvere to aPPear on
a main street today, folk woulcl rvhisper, "A suspicious-
looking character in town!"

But however he appeared, J.try Potts was one about
whom westerners should not be allowed to forget. He pos-
sessecl the cotrrage of a bull-f ighter and the stuff from which
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heroes arc rnacle. lt may be that the movie people have

missed an opportunity in fai l ing to reconstruct a f i lm story

<rf that man who lor 22 vears served Canada's mounties so

wel l .

Apart altogether fronr his long and effective associatiou
with the police, Jerry Potts has a stronr clairn to a place in
Canadian history because he was one of the leaders in the
last  major Indian batt le on the Canacl i : tn s ide of  the bound-
ary. Jerry, it must be understood, was a half-breed. His father,

John Potts, was a Scot in charge of the American Fur Com-

pany at Fort Benton in lVlontana, attd his mother was a
Piegan squaw. Jerry was versati le, could be either Indian or
white man as occasion demanded; and strangely enough, he

succeeded in commanding the respect of both races.

Participation in that last Indian battle was rather by
accident more than plan. Je-y was hunting with the Bloods
and Piegans in the good buffalo country now called south-
ern Alberta. Chief Piapot's Crees, 600 or 800 of thent,
made a sortie into that part, looking for enemy scalps. They
attacked a small cluster of Blood and Blackfoot teePees on
the Belly river and massacred many of the occuPants, mostly
old people and children.

The few defending warriors were far outnumbered but
word was carried to the Piegans who were on the St. Mary
river, above Fort Whoop-Up. The Piegans smeared them-
selves with war paint, commanded Je.ryr Potts to lead thenl
and rode away to counter-attack.

It was bound to be a bitter f ight because Crees and
the tribesmen of the Blackfoot group hated each other at
any time. The Crees from what would today be the province
of Saskatchewan and the Blackfoot all iance defending
Alberta soil, made the fray a forerunner of interprovincial
contests-such as an Allen Cup play-off-but rougher and in
no way handicapped by referees, rules and timekeepers.

one of the best 
".;"; 

oi ,n. battle was discovered
in an article appearing in The Lethbridge News of April
30, 1890, while at least a few people could remember some-
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thing about it. Piegan scouts located the Crees resting beside
the river, just across from the present city of Lethbridge.

Jerry and his Piegans came up quickly. They had the
advantage of the more modern guns and when they
attacked, the surprised Crees were forced to fall back. The
retreating Indians drew toward the river and made their
stand in a coulee within view of the Galt Hospital built
about 20 years later.

For a time there was a stalemate, with Crees in one
coulee and Piegans in another. Then Jerry Potts led his
ribesmen in a frontal attack and rnade it a bad day for
the Crees. The latter were forced back, obliged to plunge
into the river and as many were shot in the water as were
kil led on land. Accordine to Jerry's tell ing, the river was
so lull of f leeing Crees that all a pursuer had to do "to kil l
one was point his gun at the water and fire."

The Crees were almost wiped out. If, as has been told,
Big Bear who took a prominent part in the skirmishes of
the North West Rebell ion, was with Chief Piapot's Indians
that day, he was one of the few to escape.

In any case, .ferry Potts was the victor's hero, emerging
with nothing he'd call a serious injury, just a head wound
and a small lead gun-pellet embedded in the flesh below
his left ear. The pellet he refused to have removed-having
got it at the hour of his greatest success. it rvas his "good
l u c k m e d i c i n e . "  

|  *  *

Danser held no fear for Potts. Throughout his l i fe he
was close to it. While sti l l  in his teens, he tracked an Indian
murderer for several hundred miles and gained the revenge
he sought, right in the pursued man's own camp.

The Indian, it appears, shot and kil led Jerry's father
at Fort Benton. The bullet may have been intended for
another but Jerry's father was the victim and the l7-year-olcl
lad set out to settle with the kil ler, relying upon the only
law of any use at that t ime, the "law" men carried in their
holsters.

The Indian Jerry was trail ing belonged to one of the
Blackfoot bands on the Canadian side and after several
davs of f l ight, supposed he had gained the protection of his
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tribal encampment. But home camp or no home camp,

Jerry overtook the murderer ancl faced him with the chal-
lenge to fight it out.

It was a terrif ic f ight and Jerry carried scars from it,
but he settled the account in the manner considered ap-
propriate in Indian society. One might have expected the
kil ler's fellow-ribesmen would try to take Je.ry,'r scalp but
instead, they acknowledged his courage and let him depart
homeward' 

* * *

It was a fortunate day for the Mounted Police and their
tasks in the buffalo country when Colonels French and
Macleod met Jerry Potts at Fort Benton. To the Mounties,
the country into which they were trekking was dangerously
new and strange and their need for guidance was urgent.
In brineing law and order to the country, their f irst pur-
pose was to visit the notorious Fort Whoop-Up, but as they
halted at Sweet Grass after weeks on the trail, they didn't
know which way to turn in order to reach their goal.

The commi.ssioner and his assistant made a side-trip
to Fort Benton on the Missouri River and there they heard
about the skil l  of Jerry Potts. No time was lost in making
a deal with him and Colonel Macleod, in returning to the
nrain body of the police, brcught the new "hired man."

At f irst, the rank and fi le of constables and officers were
not impressed by this bandyJegged, weasel-eyed and silent
newcomel', but all that coolness toward him changed. Very
soon they discovered that when they were in trouble, Jerry
was the person who could help. When water was in short
supply, Jerry could find a spring, and when food was
needed urgently, he could always locate a fat buffalo.

One of his first acts was to guide the police in a direct
co\rrse to Fort Whoop-Up at the junction of Belly and St.
N{ary rivers, where police anticipated a struggle but found
an almost deserted post. 

' fhen 
on October 13, 1874, he

brought them to the island in the Old lvtan river where
they started to build their new home and headquarters to
carry the name Fort t".t. ld.* 

*

One of the first blows at the rvhiskev traders from the
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south, sruck without delay, r 'as at a Negro rrarned Bond.
Chief Three Bulls reportecl buying two gallons of bacl
l iquor and paying with two good horses. With Jerry Potts
as their guide, police set out to find the offender and after
two days and 50 r.niles of travel northn'ard, Bond, his 16
Itorses, two rvagons loaded v,' i th whiskey ancl l l6 buffalo
robes taken in rade, \{ 'ere securely in police custody. The
trader  was convicted ancl  sentenced to ja i l -a  fa i r  warning
to others engaging in thc foul btrsiness tlLnt was demoraliz-
ing Canacl ian Indians.

Pot ts  was exact ly  what  the pol ice needed.  He coukl
collverse in several Inclian languaees, r{ 'as an expert hunter
artcl was no less daring in thc facc of trouble than the policc
rv i t l r  wl r r>ur  he cast  h is  lo t .

He possessecl the instincts of a homing pigeon, was
rrever lost in either storm or <larkness. Only once was there
cvic lencc of  doubt ;  he was searchi r rg for  a larrdmark in  thc
lornr  of  : r  p i lc  of  s tones arr r l  ha l i r rg^ sonrc < l i f f i<u l ty .

"What's thc mattcr?" askccl Col. IrI:rcleod. "are vorr
l os t? " '

Irkecl thar anyonc woul.l suggesr srrch a thing, the l itt lc
rnan repliecl sharply, "No! .Stoncs lost."

Best of all, for police J)url)o.ses, he rvas on sood tcrrr)s
with the Indians, being one of those half-breeds u'i l l ing to
live more or less l ike a whitc nran br,rt retaining the in-
stirrcts of ar.rcl loyalty to the Inclians.

Whatever thc situation or howet'ef great the danger,
.felry Potts in his silent wrry, knew how to rneet it-for ex-
arnl>le-that clay in the lVlontanir foothil ls when travell ing
rvith nvo prospecrors. A big bancl of Sioux Indians charge<l
orrt o[ a coulee, bent on slaughter.

Potts ancl his cornpanions fled as fast as their horscs
cotrld carry thern and knowine therc was a chance of being
overtaken. they headed toward a rleserted log cabin. Reach-
ing it, t lrey turnerl their horses loose and barricaded them-
st : lvcs insr<le wi t l r  t l re i r  gurrs arrc l  revolvers ready for  act ion.

Thc Indians came on and were met  by gunf i re-gun-
firc directed with deadly accuracy. The prospectors loaded
t l r t :  gr rns: r r rc l  . fer ry , f i rcr l .  E ight  or  ten Indians fe l l  ancl  thc
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rest rvcre shockccl to discover lrow threc merr could fi l l  thc
air rvith dcaclly bullets.

'fhe 
survivors withdrelv ancl helcl council. Jerry knew

what they were planning-wait for nightfall, attack ancl
burn the cabin and col lect  a r io  of  scalps.  But ,  as dark-
ness fell, Jerry, on his belly, crawled away through the tall
grass, rnadc a big circle ancl came rrpon the Indian camp
from the rear.

Then, movinq among thern as one of thernselves with-
out creating suspiciorr, he untied three Indian horses, letl
thern back the way hc came and joined his friends at the
cabin. The three men the:n ntountecl :rnd ro<le :ru'ay througlr
thc darkrress to safetl ' . 

jr * *

Any nran capablc o[ perfornring such feats ancl re-
rnainins loyal, u'oulcl be indispensible to the police. During
his 22 years as in terpreter  aDcl  guide,  he was constant ly
making lescues of  one k inc l  or  another .  I f  there was t roublc
in an Indian encarnpmenr . ler ry  would r ide a long wi th thc
of f icers and i f  the ev idence in a carr lc  s teal ing or  whiskey
tradins case &'as inrrdequate .ferry knelv ltow to augnrent it.

In unfar.nil iar tcrritory, the officers had complcre coll-
f idcncc i f  Jcny rvas thei r  cu idc.  There wouldn ' t  be much
conversation :r5 tl1çy travellcd-the police knew that. \VheÙ
a trail-wcary constable searching the horizon for journey's
end, askcd, "Jerry, u'hat's l>cvoncl rhat ne\r hil l?" he re-
ceivecl  a typ ical  Pot ts  replv .  "  ' t . \o ther  h i l l . "

His body was tough ancl sinervy. He cotrld miss a rneal
or several of thern 'without cornplaininu. FIe never admitted
[atisuc. ]]ut l i tt le .ferry ha<l one plr; 'sic:rl weakness-his
lungs. Hc h;r<l a chronic cough ancl lurrg trouble led to
his  dearh.

Ear l ; '  i r r  1896,  the lc , rd 1>el le t  f rom an Indian gt rn
rr 'orked i ts  war, ( )ut  of  ferry 's  r reck-nrusclc  anr l  the l i t t le  man
rvas disturbecl; he hacl lost the "good luck medicine" hc
carriecl for many tnoons. Late that year, he clied and was
l tur iec l  u ' i th  fu l l  mi l i r l ry  honors in  rhe pol ice p lot  at  For t
Nll<leo<I. the custolnary volleys b*eing firécl across his sravc.

"  f  cr r  r  Pot ts  is  r l r . r r<1."  rvrotc rhc o lc l  Nf  ac leod Grzetrc
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of July 17, t896. "'f 'hroueh thc rvholc of the North lVest.
in rnany parts of eastern Cauada and in England, this an-
nouncement wil l excite sorrow. Jerry Potts was a type fast
disappearinS. . . . A half-breed, he had the proud distinction
of being a very potent factol in t l 're discovery and settle-
ment of thc western part of the North West Territories.
When Colonels French and i\ ' Iacleod left their wearied and
alrnr>st helpless columns :lt Sweet Grass in '7 4, after a
march of 900 miles and a vain search for the much vaunted
"Whoop-Up,"  i t  rvas the ver iest  acc ident  of  for tune that
in Benton thcy louncl .fcrry Potts, who as a rnodern Moses
wits to lead them out of thc clcsert ancl bring them to thc
r ' r r< l  o f  t he i r  r l i t f i cu l t i c s .

"He took Ma<lcot l 's  r :o l l rn t r r  s t r : r ight  as a d ic  to \Vhoop.
Up;  he brought  i r  on to thc presenr s i te  of  t r Iac leod and
[or ycars afteru'alrl rt irs thc trnfail ine guiclc, the faithftrl
in tc lprcter  ancl  t l re  tnrc ; rnd loy 'a l  go-between t l la t  made i t
l ros.s ib lc  for  u .snta l l  anr l  u t tcr l ;  i r rsu l f i r icnt  force to occup\
ancl qr;rclually clorninatc what mi;r^ht so easily undcr othef
r : i rcumstanccs h: rve bcerr  a host i lc  ancl  d i f f icu l t  country.
For  vc: r rs  hc stoo<l  betwecn the 1;o l icc o l l  one s ic lc  and h is
natura l  { r iends the lnc l i : rns ( ) l )  thc othcr  and h is  in f luencc
rrlr.r 'ays rnade for l)eace."

And then thc Nlac leor l  Gazet tc  concluc lcd i ts  t r ibutc
to t i rc  quiet ,  weather-beatcrr  rnan oI  thc p la ins in  thesc
wortls: ".f".ry Potts is deacl brrt his narne l ivcs ancl rçil l  l ive.
l i : r i t l r [u l  and t ruc '  is  the char 'a( tcr  hc lc l rvcs behinc l  h inr-
t l rc  l - lcst  ntont t t t tc l l t  o f  a t ' : r l r ra l ; lc  l i tc . "

Thirt was thc eclitor's tribute and a goocl one. F<,rr
rvcstcrn people i t  rnay be f : rsc inat ing to speculate hor .v  thc
\ t rc :un of  c lcvelo l ; ruent  nt ig l r r  havc l tcen changer l  hacl  that
great  ancl  lo1 'a l  scout  r tor  l - lccrr  I r i re t l  in to the scrv icc of  t l rc
I lor rntcd Pol i< 'c .

Cnaprn IV

. .CHIEF OF CHIEFS' '  CRO1VFOOT

^ CROSS the stage r,r 'hich was the early West, there

ft stalked the tall, lean, dignified and bronzed figure
t' ^ of an Indian chief known as Crowfoot. whose lead-
ership and diplomacy must command for him an honored
place in Canadian h is tory.

That wise and noble Blackfoot was more than an
ordinary chief-he was acclaimed "chief of Chiefs," monarch
among his people. What he did to influence the destiny of
this new and pleasant land was greater than most people
realized.

It was he who led the Indians at the signing of Treaty
Number Seven, and it was he who restrained the warriors
of the Blackfoot Nation in the dark days of rebell ion in
1885 when their rising might have led to cruel massacre
and the wiping out of settlements at Gleichen, Calgary,
Medic ine Hat  and orher  poinrs.

Historians have done adequately by some of the great
Indian chiefs but not by all. Tecumseh of the Shawnee
Tribe, who came to the assistance of Sir Isaac Brock in
1812,  wi l l  not  be forgot ten.  L ikewise,  the educated Chief
Joseph Brant of the Nlohar.r'ks is secure in the records; he
considered himself a king in his own right and when visit-
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