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Introduction
Few Newfoundlanders and Labradorians

today have heard of the Newfoundland Ranger
Force. Operational for only 15 years, the creation
of this police force is an often-overlooked part of
this province’s history. Yet it was a key step for
Newfoundland, as the soon-to-be province took
on responsibility to provide goods and services to
all areas of Newfoundland and Labrador, not just
the urban centres. The Rangers were much more
than simply law enforcement; they played an
important role in maintaining the economic and
social wellbeing of the communities they served.
The Force’s successes speak not to the
Commission of Government’s administrative
prowess, but to the Rangers’ own resourcefulness
and compassion for rural people during one of the
most difficult periods in Newfoundland and
Labrador history.

The Formation of the Ranger Force
The Commission of Government took

charge of Newfoundland in 1933, at the peak of
the Great Depression. The small country was in a
state of economic and social turmoil.
Newfoundland’s government had been carrying
heavy debts for many years. Key resource
industries, such as the export fishery, were faring
poorly in a depressed global market. Missions and
other charities worked to address social welfare in
remote communities across Newfoundland and
Labrador, but there were largely no
government-headed social programs to address
the desperate living conditions in poor rural areas.
It was clear to the Commissioners that improving

Newfoundland’s financial situation could not be
accomplished by the St. John’s-focused
strategies of the past. Improving social and
economic conditions in rural Newfoundland and
Labrador was a key goal of Commission of
Government policies during their 15 years in
power.

Fig. 1: Ranger headquarters  in Whitbourne.
Headquarters remained in Whitbourne until 1942,
when it  was relocated to Kilbride to be closer to
the center of government. (The Rooms Provincial
Archives)

Rural development strategies often took
the form of economic diversification—like the
farming land settlement at Markland and the craft
skills training headed by the Jubilee Guilds—or
direct government assistance via the cottage
hospital system or the relief payments
colloquially known as the “dole”. (Neary 1988,
52-53) As a police force, the establishment of the
Newfoundland Ranger Force in 1935 does not
appear at first glance to have much in common
with these social welfare projects. The
Newfoundland Rangers were initially envisioned
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by the Commissioners largely as wildlife or
forestry officers and customs collectors, so the
government could reap uncollected fines and
tariffs from communities where there was
formerly little government presence. As such, the
force was created as a branch of the Department
of Natural Resources. (Tuck 1983, 15) But it was
clear even before the first Rangers were recruited
that many communities lacked any real policing
system. The few magistrates presiding in these
communities were often merchants who tended
to defend their own interests in local cases. The
Commission decided to model the new
Newfoundland Ranger Force after the Royal
Canadian Mounted Police and brought in RCMP
Sergeant-Major Fred Anderton to train the new
recruits. A Ranger headquarters was quickly
constructed at Whitbourne in 1936. (Fig. 1)
Prospective Rangers had to meet strict
requirements: applicants must be between the
ages of 21-28, stand at least 5’9’’ and have
completed at least a Grade 11 education—which
disqualified many men in the province at that
time. (Higgins, 2015) By late fall of the same year,
the first Rangers were already being sent out to
detachments across Newfoundland and Labrador.
(Fig. 2)

Fig. 2:  Some of the first Rangers pose on the steps
at Whitbourne headquarters. (The Rooms
Provincial Archives)

The Everyday Life of a Ranger
Actual police work proved to be the least

of their duties. Newfoundland Rangers spend the
majority of their time managing government
relief in remote communities. This usually meant
the distribution of dole payments, though they
also planned and supervised public works
projects, such as the construction of new wharves
and bridges. Rangers also enforced quarantines
during epidemics of diphtheria or other
contagious diseases. Many were called into
service as rudimentary doctors at least once,
having received a St. John Ambulance course
during training and instructions on how to pull a
tooth. One Ranger who served in a west coast
detachment recalled stitching wounds, setting
bones and even delivering a baby when a doctor
could not be reached in time. (McGrath 2005,
170) Rangers also accompanied patients with
mental illnesses on the long journey via train or
coastal boat to St. John’s for treatment.
Firefighter, truancy officer, customs officer—there
were few government roles that a Ranger did not
perform at least once.  All these varied tasks,
along with descriptions of living conditions in the
communities, were detailed in daily reports sent
back to the Department of Natural Resources.
These reports were the only way in which the
Commission gained a realistic understanding of
the on-the-ground conditions in remote
communities.

When the Second World War broke out in
1939, Rangers also took on other wartime duties.
They supervised the local implementation of
rationing, blackout and national registration
policies. They monitored the skyline for enemy
aircraft and the coastline for U-Boats known to be
patrolling the North Atlantic. And, along with
civilians in rural Newfoundland, they helped
rescue passengers from wrecked or torpedoed
ships such as the S.S. Caribou, the U.S.S Truxton
and the U.S.S Pollux. The Commission of
Government recognized the Newfoundland
Rangers’ vital role in remote communities by
declaring the Force an exempt occupation early
on in the war. Members were forbidden from
enlisting—at least one Ranger received a stern
rebuke when he tried to disregard this rule.
(Crane 1982) However, the Ranger Force still
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helped with the military recruitment process,
particularly with the recruitment of skilled men in
lumber towns for the Newfoundland Overseas
Forestry Unit. (Horwood 1986) (Fig. 3) The
Canadian and American military bases
established in Newfoundland during the war
brought much-needed employment to rural
Newfoundland and reduced the Rangers’ need to
act as relief officers. A Ranger stationed in
Marystown noted his satisfaction in seeing a man
who had been relying on relief payments for years
finally able to purchase a large order of groceries
with his earnings from base work in Argentia.
(High 2003)

Fig. 3: A Ranger speaks to a group of loggers
during the wartime 1940s, possibly to recruit for
the Newfoundland Overseas Forestry Unit. (The
Rooms Provincial Archives)

The Rangers were expected to accomplish
their huge workload with few resources. The
organization, though initially inspired by the
RCMP, was operated on only a fraction of the
budget. Boarding accommodations were minimal.
Members occasionally encountered difficulties
procuring essentials such as uniforms. (Horwood
1986) Rangers travelled in the cheapest class,
when they were able to travel by passenger ferry
or train. Otherwise, they walked or relied on the
assistance of locals who could loan boats or dog
sleds. Until the 1940s, the Ranger Force did not
even have boats to patrol coastal areas. (Fig. 4)
One Ranger on the south coast of Newfoundland
complained in his diary of being stuck at the
detachment by himself for a whole month in

winter, having been instructed at the beginning of
his post not to waste funds on a boat hire unless a
patrol was strictly necessary. (Brown 1973,
52-53) Rangers were given little guidance from
headquarters in Whitbourne or the Commission in
St. John’s. They faced dangerous situations
without much support—from evicting non-paying
passengers off a train to tracking down suspected
murderers. (Goodyear 2012; Parsons 2003)

The greatest lack of resources was
actually the number of Rangers. At first, there
were ten Rangers to cover all of northwestern
Newfoundland and a mere six to cover the
entirety of Labrador. The Force soon expanded in
number to cover southern and central
Newfoundland—the Avalon Peninsula, Grand Falls
and Corner Brook remained under the jurisdiction
of the Newfoundland Constabulary. Most Ranger
detachments were manned by only a single
officer who was expected to police an area that
could cover hundreds of square miles. Solo travel
in these remote regions was particularly risky in
winter. Two of the three Rangers who died on
duty during the service’s 15 years perished by
falling through the ice while on a winter patrol.
(McGrath 2005, 6) Loneliness was also a problem
for many Rangers. The majority came from St.
John’s or other large towns in the province and
experienced real culture shock when moving to
isolated communities on the island and in
Labrador.

Fig. 4:  A Ranger Force coastal boat on the south
coast of Newfoundland, 1940s. (The Rooms
Provincial Archives)
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Fig. 5: A Ranger sits at his desk in the St. Anthony
detachment, c. 1940s. (The Rooms Provincial
Archives)

The Commission v.s The Community
As outsiders and authority figures, the

Rangers were sometimes viewed with distrust by
the remote communities they served. People in
these communities were suspicious about a
government presence bringing in new regulations
that might limit their ability to provide for their
families. For example, smuggling was prevalent on
the south coast of the island. Rangers were
tasked with preventing customs-free liquor from
entering the country. People in these
communities were not just smuggling liquor,
however, but clothing and food for their
families—necessities which they could only afford
at the cheaper St. Pierre prices. In these cases,
Rangers occasionally looked the other way for the
sake of the community members who would
otherwise not be able to support families on the
meagre relief they were given. (Tuck 1983, 88)

In the mid-1930s, the “Dog Act” required
dog owners to license every dog they owned.
Owners either had to pay the then-significant
cost of $2 a head or have the unlicensed dogs put
down. One Ranger serving on the Northern
Peninsula outright refused to enforce the Act, as
the fee was “an amount which people on relief
could in no way be expected to pay…  many times
in the North [a] person’s life depended entirely on
a dog team.” (Brown 1973, 36) Someone reported
his inaction to the authorities, who wanted the
Ranger dismissed from his post. Chief Ranger

Anderton promised to stand by him and he
managed to keep his job (though he received a
demotion and a transfer for taking a stand.) The
Dog Act was revoked less than a year later, much
to the delight of that Ranger, who declared it “one
up for the boys.” (Brown 1973, 42)

The dole was a source of real contention
across Newfoundland and Labrador. Dole
regulations excluded the working poor who,
despite their employed status, were at very real
risk of starving without government assistance.
Some Rangers disobeyed official orders and gave
relief payments to non-qualifying families when
they could see there was a desperate need. The
Department of Public Welfare fired one Ranger in
Belleoram upon learning he had approved two
weeks of unauthorized relief rations for multiple
families in his district. Before the Ranger could
hand in his uniform, he received a telegram from
the Department of Natural Resources stating that
he worked for them, not Public Welfare, and
should therefore resume his position as before.
(Horwood 1986, 31) Although there was the
occasional reprimand from the Commission,
Rangers’ commanders frequently praised them
for their compassionate interpretation of the
rules during difficult times. Similarly most small

Fig. 6: A Newfoundland Ranger (right), stands by an
RCMP officer (left), 1950. (MUN Archives and
Special Collections, Decks Awash)
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towns came to respect the Rangers and accept
them as useful members of their community. A
member of the Newfoundland Ranger Force might
be the only government representative seen by
many rural people, especially in Labrador. As
such, Rangers served a vital role in bringing the
voices of these remote communities to a faraway
government in St. John’s.

Disbanding the Rangers
During the National Convention in the late

1940s, Rangers were secretly instructed to report
on general sentiments about the Commission, a
return to Responsible Government, or possible
Confederation with Canada. (NRFLP, 2020) Later,
they manned the polling stations to ensure that
everyone in small communities could cast a vote
in the referendums. Confederation, when it
arrived, ultimately spelled the end for the
Newfoundland Ranger Force. Maintaining a
separate provincial police force proved too costly
and the Newfoundland government chose to
amalgamate the Rangers into the RCMP. (Higgins
2015) (Fig. 6) Members at the time had the choice
to accept an honourable discharge or to transfer
to the RCMP with a one-rank demotion.

Still, many small communities remained
loyal to the Newfoundland Ranger Force. An
Ontario-born RCMP officer working in
Newfoundland in the 1950s recalled that locals
phoning the office would always stop to check:
“[A]re you a Canadian Mountie or are you one of
ours?” (Waterman, 2020) Several former Rangers
went on to have distinguished careers with the
RCMP, sometimes working in the same
communities they’d served in the 1930s and
1940s. The Newfoundland Ranger Force
Association, founded in 1968, reunited veterans of
the Force and continued to promote the Rangers’
legacy until their last official meeting in 2010.
(Higgins 2015)

The establishment of the Newfoundland
Ranger Force was a significant point in the history
of law enforcement in this province. More than
that, the Rangers played a significant role in the
socioeconomic history of rural Newfoundland and
Labrador. Their work was an early milestone in
the development of government social welfare
programs in Newfoundland and Labrador.

Fig. 7: The Newfoundland Ranger Force Association
in 1985, commemorating 50 years since the Force
was founded (The Rooms Provincial Archives)

Though small in number—the force never
numbered more than 80 active members, with
only 204 men recruited over the group’s
operational period —the Rangers served as
one-man civil services in remote regions across
the country.  The extent of their accomplishments
in these regions during this brief period speaks to
the Rangers’ dedication to safeguarding the
welfare and economic security of the
communities they served.

References

Brown, J.S. (1973). The writings of Ranger J.S.
Brown. (E. Stuckless.,ed.) A.M. Tizzard.

Crane, N. (1982, March 25). The Newfoundland
Rangers [lecture]. Newfoundland Historical
Society, St. John’s.

Goodyear, C. (2012). Sometimes I Forget. DRC
Publishing.

Higgins, J. (2015). Newfoundland Ranger Force.
Newfoundland and Labrador Heritage.
https://www.heritage.nf.ca/articles/politics/newf
oundland-rangers.php

High, S. (2003). Working for Uncle Sam: The
“Comings” and Goings” of Newfoundland Base
Construction Labour, 1940-1945. Acadiensis
32(2), 84-107.

https://www.heritage.nf.ca/articles/politics/newfoundland-rangers.php
https://www.heritage.nf.ca/articles/politics/newfoundland-rangers.php


POWER, The Newfoundland Ranger Force            Page 6

Horwood, H. (1986). The History of the
Newfoundland Ranger Force. Breakwater Books.

McGrath, D. (2005). The Newfoundland Rangers
(2nd edition). DRC Publishing.

Neary, P. (1988) Newfoundland in the North Atlantic
World. McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Newfoundland Ranger Force Legacy Project.
(2020). National Convention. Newfoundland
Ranger Force.
https://newfoundlandrangerforce.org/rangers-and/
rangers-and-national-convention/

Parsons, J. (ed.) (2003). Probably without Equal:
Frank Mercer and the Newfoundland Rangers.
Grassy Pond Publishing.

Tuck, M. (1983). The Newfoundland Ranger Force,
1935-1950 [master’s thesis, Memorial University
of Newfoundland]. Memorial University Research
Repository.

Waterman, A. (2020, July 31). Book
commemorating 70 years of the RCMP in
Newfoundland and Labrador released Friday. The
Telegram.
https://www.thetelegram.com/news/local/book-
commemorating-70-years-of-the-rcmp-in-newfo
undland-and-labrador-released-friday-480123/

https://www.thetelegram.com/news/local/book-commemorating-70-years-of-the-rcmp-in-newfoundland-and-labrador-released-friday-480123/
https://www.thetelegram.com/news/local/book-commemorating-70-years-of-the-rcmp-in-newfoundland-and-labrador-released-friday-480123/
https://www.thetelegram.com/news/local/book-commemorating-70-years-of-the-rcmp-in-newfoundland-and-labrador-released-friday-480123/

