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It would be well for the Canadian People to realize that the Dominion could not long be expected to exist as she does at present as a practically independent British community without the moral support of the old country in time of peace and her guaranteed assistance in time of war
Lord Minto, May 28th, 1903


The Minto years were a watershed period in Canadian politics, particularly in matters relating to Canadian defence policy during what is considered to be the height of F.W. Borden’s Militia reforms. Anchored at one end by the appointment of General Hutton and at the other end by General Dundonald’s dismissal, by the Boer War at the onset and the revision of the Militia Act at its conclusion, the period between 1898 and 1904 was a testing ground for all of the military issues that had divided Anglo-Canadian relations since Confederation and the political will of the individuals who drove them.

Exposing one of the central axioms in this relationship – that Canada needed Britain in peacetime as much as Britain needed Canada in times of war – Minto was not the only one to confess that the Dominion’s military relationship with Britain lacked definition: if the Colonial Office complained that they were obligated to defend Canada but had little influence in matters of Imperial defence, then Sir. Wilfrid Laurier simply countered that, “if you want us to help you, call us to your councils;”
 and if Hutton and Dundonald argued that Canada needed firm direction from Britain to maintain a robust military policy, then Borden and others replied that a “want of continuity” in these General Officers “has been one of the greatest defects in the hitherto existing system.”


Fair credit must be given to Borden for having resolved many of these issues. To argue in the vein of historian Carman Miller that he was the sole architect of militia reform, however, would be an over-simplification.
 Certainly, upon assuming the role of Militia Minister, Borden proposed many ideas for the structural reform of his organization; it was not until Hutton and Dundonald attempted to implement their own vision of organizational change, supported in both cases by Minto, that Borden felt compelled to reform at the policy level. In the end, it was the competing ambitions of his generals as much as his own desire to improve the efficiency of his department that helped Borden to define the scale and direction of reform.

Having served in opposition for seventeen years, Borden was moderately prepared to assume the Militia portfolio on the heels of Laurier’s Liberal victory in 1896. One of the least desired and most under-appreciated positions within Cabinet, Borden was none-the-less a good party man and versed in the politics of Militia and defence, having served as a military surgeon in his rural Nova Scotia home unit. From the onset, Borden positioned himself as a reformer, starting with a rigid insistence on annual drill for Canada’s ill-trained, insufficiently staffed, and poorly equipped Active Militia.
 He also reorganized Kingston’s Royal Military College and initiated a mandatory retirement age for the Permanent Force, resulting in the superannuation of 42 officers in 1897 and the retirement of 14 others on gratuities.


These early efforts, as ambitious as they might have seemed in comparison with the lacklustre performance of the several Conservative members who preceded him, were considerably understated;
 they represented structural changes designed to improve the efficiency of the force and effectiveness in responding to the military needs of government rather than the traditional role they had served as a means of political patronage.
 This is not to say that Borden was above favouritism – “wherever I can do it fairly and justly, with all regard to the public exchequer, I am prepared to give preference to my own political friends” – but underlying his approach to military reform was the idea that, at its very core, militia service should be founded upon meritocracy:
 in his own words, “the object is to make our militia force a perfectly self-reliant and perfectly self-contained force, so that we shall have every branch of every service represented by a skilled man who is able at once, at a moment’s notice, to take the field and discharge the important duties which would devolve upon him.”


This sentiment was not shared universally by his colleagues in cabinet. Borden and William Mulock, Postmaster General, might have rightly called themselves hawks for their imperialist position, but Secretary of State R.W. Scott and Israël Tarte, Canada’s Minister of Public Works, were clearly the doves, the latter representing French-Canadian nationalist interests on the Privy Council.
 Naturally, Laurier occupied the center position, ever looking to unify his much-divided cabinet. On matters of defence, however, it must be said that Canada’s Prime Minister was essentially a pragmatist, arguing that “we have done more in favour of Imperial defence in building the Intercolonial and the Canadian Pacific, than if we maintained an army in the field in those last twenty years.”
 Clearly, a preoccupation with military economy is what interested Laurier most about Borden’s reforms.

Borden was not the only one concerned with militia reform. The arrival of E.T.H. Hutton in 1898 as General Officer Commanding the Militia signalled yet another round of change within this department. A recurring theme in Canadian military administration since Confederation, Generals Middleton, Herbert, and Gascoigne had all left an interesting if not short-lived legacy of reform during their preceding tenures.
 Hutton, however, was easily the most experienced of these soldiers, and had just recently completed a posting to New South Wales as their senior-most military advisor. As it had been there, Hutton would approach his new command with two dominant goals: to purge all political interference within the Militia Department, and to create a ‘National Army’ that was responsive to the needs of both Dominion and Empire.


In this endeavour, he had the enthusiastic support of Lord Minto. A long-time acquaintance and Canada’s recently appointed Governor-Genera, Hutton served under Minto during the latter’s first posting to Canada between 1884 and 1886 and shared a common appreciation for the potential role of the colonial militia within Imperial defence; if Hutton professed “a universally held determination to uphold at all costs the integrity of the empire, and at all hazards to maintain its interests against hostile aggression or foreign interference,” then an agreeable Minto merely cautioned that “if Hutton is inclined to push on too much one must tell him.”
 In essence, Minto was a classical imperialist – he did not necessarily subscribe to the new imperialism of Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain and industrialist Cecil Rhodes – who understood, but was not always able to reconcile the needs of colony to empire.


Borden himself was an early convert to Hutton’s vision, and was not troubled that many of his reforms ventured into the realm of departmental policy. More an indictment of the previous administration than his own, so long as Hutton made “all due allowances for the essential difficulties between a militia and a standing army,” Borden allowed his general to include a criticism of his department in the annual report.
 Borrowing in part from the second section of the 1898 Leach Commission, Hutton called for infrastructure development, a new departmental support structure, and an expanded role for the G.O.C. in the command of the department.
 The anaemic state of Canada’s Militia, he argued, was a direct result of the unwanted and often counter-productive influence of civil authority in the planning and execution of military policy.
 Like Borden, he bemoaned the lack of merit in selecting officers for promotion, but therein lay one of his biggest obstacles. Determined to cultivate public support in his favour, he often overstepped Borden’s Ministerial authority in leading these reforms. Consequently, when change did not come fast enough for Hutton’s liking, his unreserved criticism of Militia affairs was seen as an attack upon Borden himself, rather than the system he administered.

This growing disconnect only intensified in the months and weeks leading up to the South African conflict. Looking upon Kruger’s ultimatum of October, 1899 as “an opportunity of showing the solidarity of the Empire,” Chamberlain’s request for a ‘spontaneous’ offer of colonial troops would allow Hutton to test the readiness of Canada’s Militia for deployment.
 Fuelled by imperialist sentiment, Hutton ultimately believed that public opinion alone would compel Cabinet to act.
 In this regard he was correct, but he conveniently left it to others to lead the charge, as “any appearance of an Imperial officer such as myself having a hand in such coercion of the existing Government could only be most detrimental.”
 Borden and Mulock were anxious for a Canadian contribution, but it took people like Sir. John Willison, Liberal editor of the Toronto Globe, to warn Laurier that “he would either send troops or get out of office.”
 Yet, even as Hutton was preparing a secret contingency plan for Canadian involvement with himself as commander, many uncertainties remained. Cabinet remained divided largely along ethnic lines and Minto, for one, had to continually warn the Colonial Office that Laurier’s position was “luke-warm” and “without a spark of British enthusiasm.”


It did not hurt Laurier’s middle position that soldier citizens such as Lieut. Col. Sam Hughes, Conservative Militia critic and outspoken advocate of involvement in South Africa, had offered to raise troops for overseas service independent of government. This was hardly, however, what Minto had in mind; if his goal was to secure Imperial solidarity more than actual troops, then Hughes’ involvement threatened to derail this singular objective. Who needed government, for instance, when more than a few volunteers were willing to take up the cause directly. Unfortunate for both Minto and Laurier, Chamberlain’s premature acceptance of these “offers to serve in South Africa” as well as the simultaneous publication of Hutton’s mobilization plan in the Canadian Military Gazette on October 3rd rendered both positions moot:
 not only had Minto and Hutton casted unwanted suspicion on themselves as having instigated the matter, but Laurier’s hand had also been forced to the point that, “if we were to send a force to Africa, it should not be on the puny scale proposed, but on some plan more in consonance with the importance of Canada.”
 His acceptance of the hawk position, albeit unwilling, was everything that French-Canadian nationalist and Laurier neophyte Henri Bourassa had feared - a ‘fait accompli.’


Carman Miller suggests that Canada’s Boer War effort stimulated militia reform.
 While this may be true in the broadest sense – it did create a new sense of national self-confidence and Imperial independence – its influences are not always as straightforward as he pretends. He states, for instance, that “the Canadian government named, organized and clothed its battalions to establish its distinctiveness”, but fails to acknowledge that it was Minto, not Borden, who promoted the Canadian contribution as a unified contingent to begin with.
 Miller further argues that Minto is relatively blameless for Canada’s participation in the war, however, neither he  nor the G.O.C. can be seen as strictly neutral in this affair either;
 privately, Minto may have had his reservations about the war, but publically both saw the value of a strong Canadian Militia coming to the aid of Britain.
 Strangely, Miller does not assign much significance to the overseas death of Borden’s son Harold in shaping his opinion of war. It is hard to imagine, however, that Borden’s imperialist feelings would not have been tested just a little, in the same way that other Canadians were beginning to critique Britain’s performance in the war.


The Boer War seems to have accelerated and accentuated both the aims of reform and the challenges in achieving it. The perception that Minto and Hutton may have coerced Cabinet into a decision certainly led Laurier to believe that “the whole system of education in England was so different to what it is here that it might be perhaps impossible for a British officer to accept Canadian ideas, and indeed he thought that it might perhaps be advisable in future to do without the services of a General Officer from the British Army.”
 It did not help matters that, knowing the extent to which many French-Canadian nationalists viewed Laurier’s precedent-setting decision to support Britain, Hutton likened Canada’s contribution to an Imperial test: “what after all is the contribution of a thousand men to requirements of a great Empire? . . . the time may come when not 1,000 men, but 50,000 or 100,000 may be required to maintain the unity, the integrity, nay, the very existence of our Empire.”
 Perhaps most damaging, however, was Hutton’s incessant condemnation of Canada’s Militia Force. While it was generally acknowledged that the Dominion’s part-time forces left something to be desired, few agreed with the General’s statement that “Colonial troops would not be capable of taking their place beside British regulars without three years training and only then under the command of British officers;”
 indeed, early successes in South Africa by these ‘unskilled’ volunteers demonstrated that quite the opposite was true.


Desmond Morton suggests that, whatever common ground Hutton and Borden might have shared leading up to the departure of the first contingent was undermined by this affront to the Minister`s authority;
 even before the discovery that the G.O.C. was preventing his senior staff from consulting with Borden directly, the decision had been made to dismiss Hutton in the winter of 1900.
 Hutton’s organizational-level reform scheme, however, did not die with his departure. Indeed, the constitutional crisis which temporarily pitted Laurier against Minto for the right to dismiss Hutton can be seen as the very catalyst by which Borden was to assume the greater responsibility for reform, and to expand it beyond Hutton’s original vision. Both were inexorably linked, for having committed himself to protecting the G.O.C., Minto had once again overstepped his own authority as the medium between Canadian and Imperial interests and so risked the resignation of Laurier’s government.
 In this matter, government found a reluctant ally in the Colonial Office; while simultaneously berating Canada for not providing “a freer hand in matters essential to the discipline and efficiency of the Militia than would be proper in the case of an ordinary civil servant,” Chamberlain and his staff realized all too well that constitutional precedence dictated the subordination of military command to civilian authority.
 If the point had been lost upon Minto and Hutton, then Laurier and his cabinet would make it entirely clear: “They are quite prepared to concede a very free hand to the General in all matters affecting the discipline of the Militia, but they cannot for a moment yield to claims which practically would make the General the controller of the policy of the Government in Militia matters.”


Unbeknownst to the general public, Laurier and Borden had affirmed ministerial authority over the G.O.C. position. While this was not one of the aims of militia reform, it marked the standard by which all future military commanders would be measured: government now exercised complete discretion over the engagement and removal of any officer,  and it was understood that the role of the commanding general did not bestow any control over the Minister or immunity from the exercise of his authority; while the advice of the commanding general was incumbent in the position, it also followed that the Minister could ignore that advice if it satisfied governmental interests; most importantly, under no circumstances did it accord the G.O.C. the right to contest or overrule the Minister’s judgement.


General Dundonald’s arrival in late July, 1902, coming on the heels of temporary replacement General O’Grady Haly, marked a return to both conflict and construct in the realm of Militia and defence. If Borden had claimed the roadmap to reform, then Minto and Dundonald would most certainly contribute their fair share of obstacles. This is not to say, however, that the latter was another Hutton; advised by Minto to proceed slowly, Dundonald would prove to be more tactful and charismatic than Hutton in his dealings with the Minister.
 During a period in which the supremacy of British command had been tested and found wanting on the battlefield, Dundonald was one of only a few to return from South Africa with his reputation intact.
 Roundly received in English-Canada, he embodied what Minto believed were the most important qualities of a commanding general: “a distinguished soldier with a recognized reputation,” who was broadminded in the sense that he could “recognize the evils of the country and to try to eradicate them gradually within his department.”


Certainly, Dundonald’s idea of reform was not revolutionary. Like Hutton and Borden, he supported the concept of meritocracy, that the “military needs qualified leaders, not those who were appointed provisionally because they lacked professional qualifications.”
  Following the establishment of a Medical Service and Army Service Corps, he was equally disposed to the creation of a separate Engineering, Ordinance, and Pay Corps as well as the expansion of a well-trained Permanent Force to staff it.
 Most importantly, he seemed to share Borden and Laurier’s view that British officers could not be expected to serve as colonial commanders indefinitely: “If it were known,” he told a reporter of the Morning Post just prior to his departure for Canada, “that a career in the Imperial Army would always be open without favour to Colonial officers of proved ability, the armies of our kinsfolk beyond the seas would be strengthened, professional spirit would be stimulated and better men attracted to the service.”


Where Dundonald and Borden differed, however, was in the all too familiar contest between military and civilian authority over defence matters. Even as Borden warned that his status as an Imperial officer “does not give him any additional power or authority in this country,” one can imagine his reaction when greeted by Laurier with the words “you must not take the Militia seriously . . . it will not be required for the defence of the country, as the Monroe doctrine protects us against enemy aggression.”
 Under the mentorship of Minto, it is not difficult to believe that history was bound to repeat itself. It was the Governor General who advised Dundonald that, with regards to military policy, “whilst recognizing the official channel between ourselves as passing thro’ the Minister . . . be confidentially in the most intimate reasons with the G.G. as the Chief Impl. Officer in Canada.”
 Only in the privacy of their correspondence are Dundonald’s true feelings on militia reform revealed: while embracing Minto`s idea that the Halifax and Esquimalt commands should be unified under the G.O.C. Militia, he reversed his public stand in stating that a Canadian should never succeed to that position.
 Wanting to include these ideas within the Annual Report for 1903, he was prevented from doing so by a Minister who was weary of giving his General too much latitude in voicing military policy or opinion.


Borden, of course, had other ideas to cultivate. As early as April, 1903, he had begun working towards a revision of the Militia Act of 1868.
 Long outdated, the earliest drafts contained two articles of note: the elimination of any provision that prevented a Canadian from assuming command of the Militia, and the deliberate exclusion of the Governor General as the King’s representative so far as delegated military authority was concerned.
 The presence of such wording only emboldened Minto to assume that he possessed constitutional powers which he did not. Minto, of course, held an entirely different opinion: “the clause in the present Act that the Commander-in-Chief is vested in me as representing the King has been most useful on many occasions.”
 Needless to say, his views on the appointment of a Canadian to command of the Militia were even less charitable.

Minto’s views, however, were entirely out of step with that of the Colonial Office. If they had seemed cautious in their reaction to the Hutton crisis, with Chamberlain’s resignation as Colonial Secretary in September, 1903, London was now much more conciliatory towards Canadian ambitions;
 mirroring a parallel process that was then underway in London with the Esher Committee, military reform represented the best solution to both their post-South African woes. It also exposed strong divisions within the British government itself: on the one hand, the Colonial Undersecretary readily agreed with the principle of civilian authority over military matters;
 on the other, the War Office claimed that Canada had forfeited that right by continuously abdicating responsibility for the upkeep of its forces.
 The need for change, however, was overwhelming and there was little that either could do but trust that Militia reform would serve both their long-term interests. By December, 1903, Balfour’s government had all but conceded “to place the whole responsibility for the Militia upon the Canadian Govt.”


Unaware of the developments that were taking place in London, Minto persuaded Borden to attend a meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence with the understanding that they might delay his reforms indefinitely.
 In hindsight, this was a serious miscalculation, for not only did Borden return to Canada with a complete endorsement of his reform package, but he had developed sufficient regard for the Esher Report to incorporate many of its recommendations into the new Militia Act.
 This included the creation of an Militia Council, a General Staff, and the substitution of the General Officer Commanding with a Chief of General Staff. Admittedly caught off-guard by the new direction that the C.I.D. was moving, Minto stated that “I never for an instance supposed that any such important step would be taken without some consultation with myself & Dundonald.”


Intended to decentralize military authority and foster better communication and accountability within his department, the establishment of a Militia Council fostered on a British model served Borden`s purposes entirely. Having advocated direct consultation with his Adjutant General, Quarter-Master General, and Director General of Military Stores as early as 1900, a formalized board consisting of seven members – four military and three civilian – promised harmonized action, a continuous record of decisions made, and Ministerial input from a variety of sources and opinions:
 “The Minister will thus be brought into closer touch with the officers actually concerned in carrying out his policy, while they, on the other hand, will have better opportunities of making themselves acquainted with that policy.”
 Countering criticism that a military council was better suited to a larger force, Borden maintained that he was merely adopting modern British practices. In this he was only partially exact, and Britain had cause to be concerned; whereas Britain`s Army Council continued to act as a semi-autonomous body within the War Office, Canada`s Militia Council was considered an advisory body only – all decisions had to be affirmed by the Minister.


As proposed under the new Militia Act, the authority of the G.O.C. within the Militia Council would have been substantially diluted. Relegated to matters concerning the organization and efficiency of field forces, Dundonald and his successors would no longer exercise relative authority over matters of Imperial interest. Not only did this threaten to undermine the influence of the War Office – “the military forces of Canada will be lost without the expert guidance obtainable only from the Regular Army” – but it opened Borden to charges that a future Canadian commander would be nothing more than a partisan extension of the Minister.
 The Militia Act, however, was a policy in transition. Passed into law on August 3, 1904, no one, not even Borden, believed that a Canadian officer would be thrust immediately into the role of G.O.C. Given that it would take a full 15 years before a Canadian officer would ascend to the Department’s senior appointment, this criticism was largely invalidated over time.

Although Minto would come to accept many of these reforms as necessary to the continuance of good relations between Britain and Canada, Dundonald was far from reticent.
 Understanding full-well the implications of these reforms on his own position, he began to lobby intensely against the Militia Act. Believing that the adoption of the Militia Council was designed primarily to rid him of his authority, Dundonald threatened “to carry on the movement he had inaugurated against the government.”
 Speaking in Toronto on July 15th, he decried the Militia as but “another department in which politicians will deal out rewards to their workers.”
 The issue that sealed his recall, however, occurred a month previous when he dared to criticize Sydney Fisher, the Minister of Agriculture, for “a most flagrant instance of political interference.”
 While acting in place of Borden, Fisher had overrode Dundonald’s recommendation in the appointment of a commander for a 13th Light Dragoons, a newly founded unit within Fisher’s riding.
 Not unlike the situation facing Hutton before his dismissal, Borden saw this as yet another violation of the G.O.C.’s authority, even though he himself had delegated the responsibility for all such appointments to Dundonald.
 The conflict between them, therefore, was not over perceived authority but over the Minister’s right to override his advisor without having to face the charge of partisanship. Whether Fisher was right or wrong, “for an official to make a public attack upon Ministers of the Government under which he serves is a proceeding so totally at variance with the principles which must necessarily obtain in the administration of military as well as civil affairs that it cannot with propriety be overlooked.”


Having learned his lesson in 1901, this was not to become another constitutional test of wills between Minto and Laurier. Indeed, Dundonald’s actions effectively killed any impetus on the part of Minto to fight the Militia Act.
 While Minto disagreed with Cabinet, especially Fisher, over its part in the affair, this was as far as he allowed himself to venture.
 It was he, therefore, who recommended Dundonald’s recall.
 Recognizing that he had become “mischievous in an Imperial sense” and “a catspaw for the opposition,” it was imperative that Britain intervene lest Dundonald carry through with his threat to retire himself to Canada and fight it out on the hustings as a Conservative candidate for election.


It must be said that the Dundonald Affair had one final affect on Borden’s Militia reform package. Although the Militia Act contained a provision for the continuance of the G.O.C. position, like the Esher Report that inspired it, the Act allowed for an internal appointment from the Militia Council in the absence of the G.O.C.
 As Chief of General Staff, this position would be called upon to provide advice of general military policy, to organize military forces for active service, oversee training and employment of all military forces including the education of staff officers, manage telegraphy and signals, and prepare estimates for all of the above.
 It was a symbolic change that did not go unnoticed in Britain. Commented one Colonial Office clerk, “The moral I think is that if an Imperial Officer is again selected as G.O.C. of the Militia, pains shd. be taken to select a less aristocratic officer, and one more in sympathy with the principles of popular Govt.”
 In fact, Dundonald represented the last General Officer Commanding Canada’s Militia.

Militia reform during the Minto years was more than the sum of their constituent parts; it was the embodiment of a new era of national self-interest in Imperial relations relating to matters of defence. As much as Borden has been called the architect of these reforms, in reality he was merely an engineer who reconstructed his own ideas and the ideas of others into a distinctly Canadian product. Whether reacting to the practical considerations of Laurier or the perceived inadequacies of war, Imperialism and British Generalship, his goal throughout this entire process remained uniform – to prepare Canada for the realities of 20th century warfare.

Of course, Militia reform did not end with Dundonald and Minto`s departure. Although lacking the same intensity of the Minto years, the period from 1904 to the Liberal defeat in 1911 saw the further development of the Ross Rifle, the relegation of the Halifax Command to Canadian Militia control, and the reconfiguration of the existing twelve military districts into five regional commands.
 Even with a change in government, by 1914, Canada was firmly established to enable it to make a firm contribution to the war effort. Although war did reveal some of the weaknesses and criticisms of Militia reform – now Minister of Militia, Hughes’s omnipresence was a hindrance to mobilization rather than a benefit – the other mechanisms of the department worked well: the Militia Council continued to functioned as an advisory body to Hughes, and Canada had found a decent and sympathetic Chief of General Staff in Sir. Willoughby Gwatkin.
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