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To Charlene Dobmeier, who first encouraged me to 
write about western Canada’s rogues, rebels, scoundrels, 

and scallywags.
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Preface

So who are the rogues and who are the rebels? I leave that for 
you, the reader, to decide. How about Edward Arthur Wilson, 
the cult leader who is believed to have left behind $400,000 in 
gold coins when he fled from Vancouver Island police in 1933? 
Was he a rogue, I hear you ask? I respond with the immortal 
words of Francis Urquhart, the central character in the British 
version of the popular television series, House of Cards: “You 
might very well think that. I couldn’t possibly comment.”

Wilson, a.k.a. Brother xii, is one of the many colourful char-
acters I came across while researching this sequel to Scoundrels 
and Scallywags, a book of short biographies I authored in 2002. 
I didn’t want to repeat myself immediately, so I spent the next 
few years producing full-length biographies (including my own) 
before returning to a literary form — brief narrative — that’s still 
very close to my heart. I began my writing career as a journalist, 
and biographical profiles have always been among my favourite 
assignments.

This love of the brief literary form may also have something 
to do with the fact that I’m Irish. Although I’ve identified myself 
as a Canadian citizen for more than forty years, I was born and 
raised in Dublin and still keep a current Irish passport in my 
desk drawer for sentimental reasons. The Irish are particularly 
fond of short forms. Because Irish literature depends so much 
on the ear — coming as it does from an oral storytelling trad-
ition — it seems to follow that it does best in the short story. So 
said Anthony Burgess: “The short story is a form you may lis-
ten to, and its length conforms to the span of attention that a 
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listener may give to an oral narrator.” Quoting from Edgar Allan 
Poe, in his Preface to Modern Irish Short Stories (Penguin, 1980), 
Burgess said a piece of writing should be like a piece of music: 
brief enough for the single uninterrupted session. “Poe didn’t 
write novels and the Irish don’t write them either.”

I’ll spare you much of what Burgess admitted was his “hare-
brained” reasoning for insisting the Irish don’t write novels (he 
described Joyce’s Ulysses as a “grossly expanded short story”), 
but I will agree with one of his comments. Burgess noted that 
in the Irish short story a character is revealed, not through the 
“imposition upon him of a large number of vicissitudes” but in 
some single incident. The truth about human nature comes out 
whenever the individual “responds to the fumes of the tenth 
whiskey, or a chance word about his sister Kate.”

In this collection, I have tried to identify the particular point 
in time when each character had what Joyce called the epiphany, 
meaning a moment of sudden revelation or insight. Ralph Klein 
decided he could make a difference in politics when he realized 
he’d lost his objectivity as a journalist. Will James decided he 
could make a future as an illustrator and writer when he was 
sitting in prison serving time for cattle rustling. Winnifred 
Eaton decided to assume a fake Japanese identity for her work 
as a romance novelist when she opted not to compete with her 
successful novelist sister who had taken on a Chinese identity.

Like the characters I wrote about in Scoundrels, all the people 
in this book are dead. One tongue-in-cheek reason I give for 
picking only the deceased — especially those who fall into the 
rogue or villain category — is that dead people famously don’t 
sue. But I should also say I find it particularly satisfying to write 
biographical profiles of dead individuals because the pieces 
necessarily have a pleasing symmetry: a beginning, middle and 
end. Generally speaking, that is. In the case of Edward Wilson, 
there’s some question as to how his story actually ended

As for the other characters in this book, you will note that some 
are fairly well-known (Ralph Klein) and others obscure (Claire 
Hedwig Chell). I chose the well-known ones because I wanted 
to explore aspects of their lives that received scant coverage in 
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the media after their deaths. In Klein’s case, I wanted to recall his 
achievements as a television journalist before he entered politics 
as mayor of Calgary in 1980. With the more obscure individ-
uals, it was a matter of focussing on particular contributions for 
which they should be acknowledged and remembered. Claire 
Chell’s singular achievement was that she earned a footnote in 
the annals of the Canadian hospitality industry when she helped 
her husband create the Bloody Caesar, the clam-and-tomato 
infused vodka drink that is now the most popular cocktail in 
the country.

So what then is the common denominator? What ties Claire 
Chell together with Ralph Klein, Edward Wilson, Will James, 
Winnifred Eaton, Peter Pond, Jerry Potts, and the other colour-
ful individuals featured in this book? The simple answer is that, 
like the characters in Scoundrels and Scallywags, they dared to be 
different. They dared to disturb the universe. They threw away 
the rulebook, thumbed their noses at convention, refused to take 
other people’s advice, lived impulsively, and relished knowing they 
had left some distinctive markings on the wall. In the time-hon-
oured words of Nellie McClung — one of the featured individuals 
in this book — they never retracted, never explained, never apolo-
gized. They got things done and let their detractors howl.

I covered the stories of forty individuals in Scoundrels and 
Scallywags. In this book, I feature the stories of thirty-two, 
which means not that the book is shorter but that the profiles 
are longer. When I revisited the earlier volume, I felt I had given 
short shrift to some of the characters. So in this volume I wanted 
to devote as much space to the telling of their stories as I would 
if I had written about them for a magazine. And, in fact, I did 
write about some of them for a magazine, West, which came out 
of High River, Alberta, and served a readership across western 
Canada from Manitoba to British Columbia. My gratitude goes 
to former West editors Mike McCormick and Bruce Masterman, 
who were particularly supportive of my work. Their magazine 
now no longer exists, unfortunately. There were many casualties 
in High River after the floods swept through southern Alberta in 
June 2013, and West magazine was one of them.
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Because I designed this book to be a work of storytelling 
and popular history rather than an academic work, I have not 
included an apparatus of references and footnotes. In some 
instances — for example, in the cases of Ralph Klein, Milt 
Harradence, Shay Duffin, and Rick McNair — I knew the indi-
viduals in question, and simply went back to my interview 
notes, diaries, and newspaper clippings to refresh my memory. 
In other instances, I consulted books written about the indi-
viduals. I have listed these books at the back of this volume 
under Sources. Additionally, I combed through newspaper and 
magazine archives containing feature stories on the individuals. 
Journalism has been described as history on the run, and I am 
grateful to the many sprinters and middle-distance runners 
who reached the finish line before I came trailing along behind. 
Whenever I found discrepancies in the available information, I 
tried as best I could to reconcile the differences and to produce 
the most credible version of the story. As the author, I take full 
responsibility for any errors that may have resulted.

For helping me with the research, I want to give a big thank-
you to Doug Cass, Lindsay Moir, and Jennifer Hamblin at the 
Glenbow Library and Archives, who always have additional tid-
bits for me whenever I tell them I’m reading up on a particular 
subject. Crucial research assistance also came from the helpful 
staff at the Calgary Public Library, who granted me some valu-
able writing time to put my research into story form when they 
brought me on board as writer-in-residence in the fall of 2012.

I’ve been writing books for the past fifteen years. I could not 
do this work without the enduring love and support of my wife, 
Zelda Brennan. Forty-seven years ago, when I worked as a wan-
dering minstrel, she encouraged me to try combining my music 
with writing for a living. I will always be grateful to her for giv-
ing me that much-needed boost.

B.B. 2015







PETER POND
Explorer, Fur Trader, and Brawler 
1740–1807

When Peter Pond in 1778 became one of the first non- 
Aboriginals to cast his eyes upon what is now Lake 
Athabasca, the fur trade was the biggest commer-

cial enterprise in North America. Pond clearly could not have 
known it at the time, but that black slime he saw oozing from the 
banks of the Athabasca River was the first visible evidence of a 
huge resource that — when eventually developed — would make 
the fur trade look like a footnote in the history of commerce. 
Lying below Pond’s feet was what we now know to be the rich-
est oil reserve in the world. The Athabasca oil sands contain as 
much as 300 billion barrels, or six times the known recoverable 
oil resources of Saudi Arabia.

A pugnacious Yankee with a penchant for settling arguments 
with his pistol, Pond came to the Athabasca region at age thirty-
eight to make his fortune in the fur trade. While he also mapped 
and made notes on what he found in this hitherto unexplored 
part of the Canadian West, Pond was in no hurry to record his 
findings. In fact, he never got around to writing about his explor-
ing activities until he was into his sixties and long removed from 
the trade.

He joined the fur trade after serving in the military for five 
years. Born in Milford, Connecticut, Pond became an appren-
tice shoemaker at age sixteen but soon decided — as he later 
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wrote in his irregularly spelled journal — that he really wanted 
to be a “solge” (soldier). He enlisted as a private in the British 
colonial army and took part in four campaigns, the last bringing 
him into what is now Canada for the 1760 capture of Montreal 
from the French.

After being demobilized in 1761, Pond sailed to the West Indies 
with the idea of becoming a professional mariner. However, he 
soon was called back to Milford to look after eight younger sib-
lings after his mother died of a fever and his father moved to 
Detroit to become a fur trader. Three years later, in 1765, Pond 
moved to Detroit to become a trader himself. He conducted his 
business throughout the Minnesota River country for the next 
six years and was — by all accounts — a master trader, recognized 
for his diplomacy when negotiating with the Sioux. He also was 
recognized as a rough man with a violent temper. This, too, may 
have contributed to his success as a trader. At one point during 
his six-year stint in the Detroit region, he killed a fur-trading 

Peter Pond. (Drawing by Howard Hatton, Saskatchewan Archives Board, R-D1859)
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rival in a duel. Though he subsequently confessed his crime to 
Detroit authorities — he claimed he was abused and threatened 
by the other trader — Pond was never prosecuted. This would be 
the first of many violent confrontations with fellow traders. Two 
more resulted in death and none in charges being laid against 
the seemingly unassailable Pond.

In 1775 Pond made his first foray in western Canada as 
a Loyalist fleeing the American Revolution. After two years 
of trading with mixed results in present-day Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan, he formed a loose coalition with a group of 
independent traders, mostly fellow Loyalists or Scottish immi-
grants. They pooled resources to lessen competition among 
themselves, and to counter the inland advances of the mighty 
Hudson’s Bay Company. When informally established as an ad 
hoc business partnership in 1779, they called themselves the 
North West Company (nwc), and they became known as the 
Nor’Westers. Pond became the nwc’s agent in the Athabasca 
region, where he had built Alberta’s first fur-trading post — Fort 
Chipewyan — in 1778. He also became the first white man to cul-
tivate soil in present-day Alberta when he planted a garden near 
Fort Chipewyan. Pond’s second-in-command at the post was a 
twenty-four-year-old Scotsman named Alexander Mackenzie. 
He would later succeed Pond as the nwc’s Athabasca factor and 
write his name into the annals of the Canadian West as the first 
white explorer to cross the Continental Divide — the watershed 
formed by the Rockies separating rivers flowing east from those 
flowing west.

Pond first reached the Athabasca region by way of the Methy 
Portage, at the north end of Lac La Loche in northwestern 
Saskatchewan. As one of the first white men to traverse it, Pond 
later promoted the ease and convenience of this twenty-kilo-
metre route, which crosses the height of land between the 
Hudson Bay drainage basin and the rivers flowing northwest 
into the Arctic Ocean. But it was, in fact, a challenging series of 
eight hills, each so steep that it took his freight-burdened voya-
geurs a total of eight days to traverse them. Notwithstanding 
the difficult nature of the terrain, this portage was to become 
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the northern crossing of choice for fur traders and other trans-
continental travellers until the Canadian Pacific Railway pushed 
through western Canada in the 1880s.

The Athabasca region proved to be a lucrative fur-trading 
district for Pond. In 1778–79 he collected considerably more 
beaver pelts than his three canoes could carry — more than ten 
times the normal load, according to Mackenzie — so Pond stock-
piled the surplus furs in winter huts and returned the following 
year to bring them out.

Pond went back to the Athabasca several times during the early 
1780s. But he was now no longer the only trader in town. Word of 
his success had spread to Montreal, the bustling headquarters of 
the Canadian fur trade, and that brought competition into his ter-
ritory. One of his rivals was Jean-Étienne Waddens, a Swiss-born 
trader with whom Pond got into a fight while wintering at Lac La 
Ronge, Saskatchewan, in 1781–82. Waddens was shot and fatally 
wounded, and Pond was questioned about the shooting by a judge 
in Montreal. But he was never brought to trial, seemingly because 
the killing had occurred within the territory of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, beyond the jurisdiction of Quebec’s legal system.

Pond’s next homicidal encounter with a competitor was the 
last straw as far as his fellow Nor’Westers were concerned. It 
occurred during the winter of 1786–87, when Pond was win-
tering in the Peace River country. A rival named John Ross 
was shot to death in a scuffle with Pond’s men, and two of the 
men were brought to Montreal for trial. This time there seems 
to have been no issue regarding Quebec’s legal jurisdiction. The 
men were acquitted and Pond, despite being fingered as the 
instigator, was never charged. The senior partners in the nwc 
decided, however, that Pond had been responsible for one death 
too many. They fired him at the end of 1787 and replaced him 
with his second-in-command, Alexander Mackenzie.

Pond spent his last winter in Athabasca showing Mackenzie 
a map he had drawn based on his travels through the unchar-
tered territories of the Canadian northwest and the conver-
sations he had with Natives along the way. On the map he 
marked sites along the Athabasca River where he had seen 
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tarry deposits that Mackenzie would later describe as “bitu-
minous fountains.” Inspired more by wishful thinking than 
cartographical expertise, the map suggested that a river existed 
between the Rockies and the Pacific that would complete the 
transcontinental inland water link from the shores of Hudson 
Bay to the west coast. Starting with some coastal charts drawn 
by Captain James Cook, Pond had pinpointed an inlet at the 
site of present-day Anchorage, Alaska, indulged in some fan-
ciful speculation, and extended the inlet on his map until it 
reached hundreds of kilometres inland. He named the mythical 
extension “Cook’s River” and made it appear to come within a 
few kilometres of a river flowing westward out of Great Slave 
Lake, thus suggesting a navigable freshwater route from the 
interior to the coast. In a second major mapping error, Pond 
grossly underestimated the distance from Lake Athabasca to 
the Pacific, placing the lake one thousand kilometres west of 
its true position.

After leaving the employ of the North West Company, and 
selling his one share in the company for £800, Pond went to 
Montreal and tried to get money from the British government 
to finance an expedition to the west coast. When that proved 
unsuccessful, he headed back to the United States. It was then 
left to Mackenzie to follow the route that Pond had mapped 
from Great Slave Lake to the Pacific.

In June 1789, with Pond’s map in hand, Mackenzie led a 
party of four canoes north from Lake Athabasca to Great Slave 
Lake, and then westward along a river that he assumed would 
take him to the Pacific. He envisaged the river carrying him to 
a western port that would open up a lucrative trade route to 
China and Russia. But this westbound river, which would later 
be named after Mackenzie, turned suddenly north after 480 
kilometres, just as the explorer was coming within sight of the 
Rockies. Though he knew it was now heading in the wrong dir-
ection, Mackenzie followed the river regardless, hoping it might 
eventually turn west again. On July 14, 1789, he reached the 
frozen waters of the Arctic Ocean. It was a remarkable piece of 
trailblazing but clearly the wrong ocean on which to found an 
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economic empire. The vast expanse of water, as Mackenzie sadly 
observed, was “eternally covered with ice.”

Pond was widely discredited when it turned out that his 
map — approved by a mariner who accompanied Cook on his 
voyage around the world — was so inaccurate. But Pond was 
somewhat vindicated — at least in terms of showing that it was 
possible to get from the Rockies to the Pacific by water — when 
Mackenzie returned to the Athabasca region in 1793 to make 
his second attempt at crossing the Continental Divide. This 
time Mackenzie and crew travelled west and south from Fort 
Chipewyan along the Peace River until they reached a quiet 
tributary of the Peace later named the Parsnip for the wild 
sprouts that grew along its banks. From there the voyageurs 
carried on by paddling and portaging, crossing the Continental 
Divide at what is now Portage Lake, and continuing south along 
what is now the Fraser River toward present-day Williams Lake, 
British Columbia. The last part of the journey involved slogging 
westward on foot for two weeks until they finally reached the 
Native coastal settlement of Bella Coola, about five hundred 
kilometres north of Vancouver. Once again, Mackenzie had 
achieved a remarkable piece of trailblazing, but this east-west 
passage would never prove profitable as a trade route.

While Pond’s mapmaking earned him few plaudits in 
Canada, it did strike a chord with some members of the 
United States Congress when he gave them a chart showing the 
Missouri River extending from the Rocky Mountains of west-
ern Montana to the Mississippi, and a second great river that 
he called “Naberkistagon” (now Columbia) flowing westward to 
the coast on the far side of the mountains. Because of this first 
charting of the American northwest, Pond was invited by the 
International Boundary Commission — shortly before his death 
at age sixty-seven in 1807 — to suggest where the border should 
run between Canada and the United States. Pond proposed a 
line along the St. Lawrence River through the Great Lakes and 
then westward. This unlettered Yankee adventurer thus helped 
in some small way to determine the final boundary between the 
two countries.
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He died in poverty like many fur traders. But he left his mark 
and is remembered with respect notwithstanding his various 
run-ins with the law. Today Peter Pond has a shopping centre 
named after him in Fort McMurray, the oil-rich site of his first 
Alberta trading activities. There’s also a national historic site 
near Prince Albert and two interconnected lakes — Big Peter 
Pond and Little Peter Pond — in west-central Saskatchewan. An 
American swashbuckler who prospered as a fur trader in the 
early Canadian West, Pond was the spiritual forefather of the 
gambling rogues and rebels who came to Alberta a century later 
to seek their fortunes in the petroleum industry.



JERRY POTTS
Metis Warrior and Police Scout 
1838–1896

Jerry Potts was a multilingual warrior of Blackfoot1 and 
Scottish parentage who bridged the cultural gap between 
Natives and white settlers, and helped the fledgling North 

West Mounted Police (nwmp) bring law and order to the 
Canadian West during the 1870s.

He was tough and fearless, and he brooked no criticism from 
anyone. He was proficient with rifle and revolver, and with bow 
and arrow, which enabled him to survive in a frontier region 
occupied by warring Natives and trigger-happy traders. He 
killed his first opponent in a gun duel when he was twenty-
three and received the name Bear Child (Ky-yo-kosi) from his 
Blackfoot brothers as a testament to his bravery.

He received his Anglo-Saxon name from his Edinburgh-
born father, Andrew Potts, a former medical student who 
came to North America in 1832 in search of frontier adven-
ture. After stopping for a while in Philadelphia, Andrew headed 
west toward the Upper Missouri, where he heard there were 

1 Please note that for the sake of readability I use the term Blackfoot 
to refer both to the collective name given to the Native peoples of the 
Alberta-Montana border region (formerly Blackfoot Confederacy, now 
Niitsitapi) and to the three main tribes comprising that collective. For-
merly the Blood, Peigan, and Blackfoot tribes, they are known today as 
Kainai, Piikani, and Siksika.
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opportunities in the fur trade. When he reached Fort McKenzie, 
near present-day Lorna, Montana, Andrew landed a job as 
junior clerk with the American Fur Company, trading with 
the Blackfoot tribes. He took as his “country wife” a Blackfoot 
woman named Crooked Back (Namo-pisi). Their son, Jerry, was 
born in 1838.

Jerry Potts was just two years old when a Blackfoot hunter 
named One White Eye (Ah-pah) shot and killed his father. The 
hunter had been thrown out of the fort for troublesome behav-
iour, and he returned after dark carrying a musket, seeking 
revenge. He shot at the first person he saw, who happened to be 
Andrew Potts. When members of his tribe learned he had mur-
dered a well-respected white trader they executed One White 
Eye and made sure the other traders saw his corpse. One of 
those traders, Alexander Harvey, became Crooked Back’s new 
bedmate and Jerry’s surrogate father for the next four years.

Jerry Potts. (Saskatchewan Archives Board, R-B1328)
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Harvey was a ruthless bully, hated by the Blackfoot for killing 
their members at will, and disliked by fellow traders for mak-
ing enemies of the people they were trying to do business with. 
There’s no evidence his cruelty extended to physically abusing 
Jerry or his mother, but there is evidence of neglect. At age six, 
Jerry suffered from stunted growth due to generally poor nutri-
tion and frequent periods of starvation.

Harvey’s fellow traders finally lost patience with him in 
1844, by which time the Blackfoot had stopped trading at Fort 
McKenzie and taken their business to the rival Union Fur Trading 
Company at Fort Cotton, a few kilometres upstream. The trad-
ers evicted Harvey from Fort McKenzie, and in retaliation he 
burned the fort to the ground. Crooked Back, no longer able to 
care for her six-year-old son, returned to her tribe camped near 
what is now Lethbridge. Jerry ended up in Fort Benton, later 
dubbed “the birthplace of Montana,” where the fort manager was 
an educated and gentle Scotsman named Andrew Dawson.

Dawson took a fatherly interest in Potts, taught him to read 
and write in English, and encouraged him to mix with Blackfoot 
and other Native hunters to learn their customs and languages. 
He also encouraged the boy to spend time with his mother 
and her people north of the 49th parallel. In the process, Potts 
came to know much about the ways and culture of the Blackfoot, 
as well as something about their traditional enemies, including 
the Cree, Crow, and Assiniboine peoples. At Fort Benton, mean-
while, Potts learned how to shoot a pistol, how to trade, and how 
to drink and gamble. He proudly showed off his mixed-blood 
heritage by wearing the buckskin jacket of the white frontiers-
man paired with the leggings and moccasins of the Blackfoot.

Potts’s first gunfight resulted from a drunken barroom con-
frontation with a French-Canadian brawler named Antoine 
Primeau, who thought — mistakenly — that the slight and 
unimposing Potts would be an easy mark. After shooting 
Primeau to death, Potts returned to the bar and coolly finished 
off his bottle of red-eye. He had left a clear message that nobody 
should mess with him, especially when he was drinking.

In 1864 Andrew Dawson retired from Fort Benton due to ill 




