CHARLES EDWARD DRIVER

Winnipeg's First Fingerprint Specialist

Written & researched by John Burchill
August 11, 2025. Winnipeg Police Museum

One hundred and twenty years ago, led by Chief J.C. McRae
and Charles Driver, Winnipeg was at the forefront of
fingerprinting in Canada.

Charles Driver was born on Jersey, Channel Islands. His father
was a school teacher and later a clerk with the tax department in
Yorkshire, England.

As a young man, Charles worked as a signalman and later as a
ticket collector with the North Eastern Railway.

In 1887, Charles married Agnes Watson Scott in Yorkshire.
They had one daughter, Mary Adine Driver, born in 1888. In
1891, the small family moved to Canada, settling in Winnipeg,
where Charles worked as a clerk for the CPR railway and later
as secretary to the Superintendent of the CPR.!

Charles Driver, 1903. WPS Museum

Charles was also a very capable photographer, putting on shows and entertaining friends and co-
workers with hundreds of “limelight” (flash) pictures and stereoscopic photographs of his travels
through Europe.

His skills as a clerk and cameraman caught the attention of Chief John McRae, who hired Charles
to be his Chief Clerk, Stenographer, and Constable on June 19, 1901, to replace Albert Gomez
Fonseca. Charles’ starting salary was $60 per month, entering at the second level of a constable’s
salary, increasing to $75 per month in November 1901.

The Winnipeg Police had acquired a camera from Duffin & Company in 1899 to take pictures of

arrested persons and to supplement their use of the Bertillon measurement system.? Between July
1899 and June 1901, when Charles was hired, the Winnipeg Police had already photographed 200
individuals for various criminal offences.

1 A second child, Vivian Shirley Driver, was born in Winnipeg in 1906.

2 The Criminals’ Identification Act, passed by Canada on June 13, 1898, adopted the Bertillon measurement system for
the identification of criminals. Developed by French anthropologist Alphonse Bertillon, the system was used to
identify individuals using precise measurements of specific physical characteristics, including their arms, ears, nose,
torso, head, face, feet and hands, as well as any distinctive features, including eye colour, scars and deformities.
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Almost all North American police departments adopted Bertillon’s methods for identifying
criminals in the late 1890s. However, the process could be very time-consuming to take all the
required measurements, and a different system of identification was proposed — dactylography, or
fingerprinting, which only required printer’s ink, a roller, and white card paper.

Fingerprinting as a means of identification had attracted the attention of British scientist Sir Francis
Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin. Known for his writings on heredity, Galton published a series
of papers and several books on fingerprints between 1888 and 1893. Although he was not the first
to propose the use of fingerprints for identification, Galton was the first to study it on a scientific
basis, laying the groundwork for their use in criminal cases and adoption in Britain in 1901.3

On April 28, 1904, Chief McRae asked the Winnipeg Police Commission for permission to attend
the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) conference in St. Louis (he had gone to
previous meetings in 1901 and 1903 in New York and New Orleans, respectively). The conference,
held in conjunction with the World’s Fair, had a presentation on fingerprinting by Sgt. John K.
Ferrier of New Scotland Yard, an expert in fingerprinting. Colonel Mathew Kiely, St. Louis Chief
of Police and Chairman of the IACP Bureau of Criminal Identification, presented his annual paper
recommending the adoption of fingerprinting by its membership.

Kiely explained to the IACP delegates that fingerprinting was cheaper, simpler, and faster than the
current system of bodily measurements. In addition, while it was virtually infallible, fingerprinting
allowed for easy classification and centralization of records. Although older Chiefs were opposed to
change, many came away with a desire to implement the new system in their departments —
including Chief McRae.
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IACP Report recommending the adoption of fingerprinting. Saint Louis Republic, June 8, 1904

3 Allink to all of Galton’s books and papers on the subject of fingerprinting can be found online at
https://galton.org/fingerprinter.html. Galton also provided the first workable fingerprint classification system, which
was later adapted by Sir. Edward Henry for practical use in police forces (the Henry Classification System).
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e - Within a week of the TACP meeting wrapping up in St. Louis,
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While there is no indication (yet) that this was a new practice by the Winnipeg Police, the timing
suggests Magistrate Daly may have received a report on the effectiveness of fingerprinting for
identification purposes from Chief McRae on his return from St. Louis a few days earlier.
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Robert Plant, Winnipeg Pohce Identification Bureau Card #520. Arrested June 15, 1904 *

Nevertheless, within a few months, Charles was officially taking fingerprints as well as
photographs as part of the Winnipeg Police identification process, in addition to the individual’s
name and description. The benefits of fingerprinting and its use by the Winnipeg Police were fully
outlined in the March 11, 1905, edition of the Winnipeg Telegram. °

With the IACP proving the value of learning from other police agencies internationally, on
September 6, 1905, the Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police (CACP), then called the Chief
Constables Association of Canada, was founded in Toronto to help examine specific Canadian
issues. With Chief McRae, the Winnipeg Police was one of the founding police agencies of the new
Association.

4 Note the Bertillon Measurement system at the top of the card. In later years, the fingerprint classification would be
added to the left-hand side of the card, and eventually, the Bertillon measurements were dropped altogether.

5 Although Charles is identified as being in charge of the Identification Bureau in the newspaper, it was part of his
duties as Chief Clerk. It was not until May 3, 1911, that the position of fingerprint expert, photographer, and records
clerk was created under the Chief of Detectives. The position, Superintendent of Identification, was established on
March 19, 1930.
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Charles Driver, in charge of the Winnipeg Police Identification Bureau. Winnipeg Telegr

March 1

In September 1906, at the first annual meeting of the Chief Constables Association in Toronto,
Chief McRae read a paper on the system of policing in Manitoba. He concluded his remarks with a
recommendation that all police departments in Canada adopt a similar system of identification.
Chief McRae noted that the Winnipeg Police had dispensed with the Bertillon measurement system
and took only fingerprints and photographs of arrested individuals. While some departments, he
noted, still used the Bertillon system with photographs, others only recorded a basic description
along with a photograph.
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e e e mmensurements 0| impressed by the delegation that he promised his due

=5 . Assm e et ment . . .
Lt e ) Means of s | consideration. While a central bureau was not

itive identification the finger prints af immediately forthcoming, by Order in Council of July
ford wha! wa are looking for and 1

Sope that the thne de oot far distant B 211908, the Department of Justice sanctioned the
when it will be ndopted and come Inten . e . 99 . .
general use not only all over Caneda collection of “fingerprints” pursuant to the Identification
tut throushout the United Rintes. of Criminals Act, Canada Gazette, vol. 1, p. 3484.°
Chief McRae addresses Chief Constables.

Winnipeg Tribune, September 24, 1906

By February 1911, offices were secured for the Canadian Criminal Identification Bureau in Ottawa,
across from the Parliament Buildings on Wellington Street. As early fingerprints in Winnipeg were
taken in duplicate, classified and filed, when the national bureau was formed, the accumulated
duplicates from Winnipeg were forwarded to Ottawa to form a first contribution.

I A Winnipegger's Promotion l

‘Res. Phone 3017

Hmdgl,‘i. - ONTO
hnﬂt%l b Halifax, Monireal,
Elh innpes. %Ed-mbm. Calgary,
mlnd. 0 1 I
Eﬂ.l e do-

E mon  Companies and Ba.nl:mg
'Cm’pn-lm and for Private Individuals.

January 5, 1907, Winnipeg Free Press Charles Driver, Supt Canadian Detective Bureau

. Alr. Driver has becen Opnoll\ted stp- l‘
e1intendlent of the "anndlu: Deteetlve
Burenu, Ltd., with offices in the Bank
of Hamiltap hul'(‘mr

J

6 By Order in Council of March 20, 1911, the process or operation of photographing was also sanctioned as an
additional means of identification for the purposes of the Criminal Identification Act, Canada Gazette, vol. 1, p. 3484.
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FINGER PRINTS IN COURT

Method of ldentification of Criminals
Admitted—First Tims in Canada.

- Brandon, dct, 9.—Yesterday befors
Judge Cumberland, David Mopultree,
who wsas convicted on September 10
igst of theft in Newdale, Man., whare
he was working on & tarm, and sen-
tenced to four moﬁ.th.s’ {mprigonmeunt,
was agaln brought loto court Bnd
charged with entering the Methodlsl
parsonage at Newdale on Au;ust 30
last and ateallng therefrom $78.75 14
cash, belng the amount coliected and
in charge of the minister far the rellef
of sufferers In the Fernle, B.C. fira
disaster. Severa] witneases were call-
ed and a very compiete chain of elr-
cumstaniial evidence was forged. The
money had been kept in & cardboatd
bot, which the thiéf bad left behind,
ani on this box wWas found a finger
print, theught to be that of the cui-
prit. . Driver, superintendent of the
Cdnadian Detectlva burean at Winni-
peg, who fa a fing rprlnt oxpert, was
senr. for, and comparad the print on
the box with the imprints of the sus-
pect. Although he found that the fin-
gerprint on the box was not that of
Moultree, the crown,.deemed the experti-
ment of sufliclent importance to pro-
duce in court, where expert evidence
on fingerprint identlfication was &ad-
mitted in court for probably the firat
time In Canada. Judge Cumberiaud
was much Interested, and asked wit-
né¥s to demonsirate In court how 1dens
tiication by this means could be es-
tabiished. This was done, and a blank
sheet of paper that had been handled
by the court stenographer was glven
to witness, who, by ceoverlng with a
black carbon powder, produced In
black and whiie a complete record of
the fingers that had previously bhecn
placed on the blank sheet of paper, hut
which were Inviafble unti] the applica-
tion of the special powder. Notwith-
standing that the evidence of the finger
marks on the box were proved pot to
be thase of the prisoner, the welght of
other ovidence was =p conclusive that
the judge aentenced him to twelva
menths at hard labor, the sentence to
commence with the termingtion ot his
}present sentence.

Charles Driver, fingerprint expert

T

While Charles Driver would have taken some of the
fingerprints forwarded to Ottawa, he had resigned from the
Winnipeg Police several years earlier, effective January
14, 1907, to take a position as Superintendent of the
Canadian Detective Bureau.

Working out of the Bank of Hamilton Building, the
Canadian Detective Bureau handled all types of criminal,
civil and commercial investigations. As part of their
services, Charles also conducted expert fingerprint
examinations.

In fact, it was during the trial of David Moultree [sic] on
October 9, 1908, in Brandon, Manitoba, that Charles
testified, possibly for the first time anywhere in Canada, as
to the method of fingerprint identification.

Moultrie had been charged with entering and stealing
$78.75 from the Methodist parsonage in Newdale. The
money had been kept in a cardboard box, and from a
complete chain of events, Moultrie was the only suspect.

A set of fingerprints was found on the box, and while
Charles testified they did not belong to Moultrie, the
Crown (and likely the Defence) deemed his testimony on
the identification of fingerprints to be sufficiently
important that he had Charles testify.

Thomas Dickey Cumberland, Judge of the County Court,
Western Judicial District, in Brandon, was very much
interested in the process of fingerprinting, and he asked
Charles to demonstrate the process of taking fingerprints
and examining them to the court.

Notwithstanding that the fingerprints did not match,
Moultrie was convicted and sentenced to 12 months in jail
based on the rest of the evidence.’

October 10, 1908, Winnipeg Free Press

By 1911, Charles had taken on a management position with the Theil Detective Agency, a large
organization with 19 offices in the United States and Canada, including Winnipeg. By 1912,
Charles had moved to Montreal, ostensibly to continue his detective work, leaving his family in

Winnipeg.

7 While the details of the case are only published in the newspaper, Manitoba Public Accounts show that Charles was
paid $26.45 for appearing as a witness in the trial of R. v. Moultrie in 1908.
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On September 28, 1912, Charles married Meriam Eyden at the All Saints Church in Datchworth,
Hertfordshire, England. Charles indicated he was a widower and worked as a detective in Montreal.
In late 1912, Charles and Meriam moved to Australia from England, living in Milson’s Point, St
Leonards, New South Wales, where Charles worked as an accountant. They returned to England in
1924, eventually settling in Enfield, Middlesex. Charles died in Edmonton, Middlesex, in 1941.%

Interestingly, Charles’ first wife (Agnes) also declared herself a widow in the 1916, 1921, 1926 and
1931 Censuses. Even her obituary in 1941 stated she was a widow. Yet there was no obituary for
Charles — a man who helped pioneer fingerprints in Manitoba, the manager at a large detective
agency, and who had a wife and small child still at home. Furthermore, it appeared he was alive,
but he also claimed to be a widower. How is this possible?

In Canada, Divorce is a federal responsibility under the Constitution Act, 1867 (s. 91(26) British
North America Act). However, the first Divorce Act was not passed by the Parliament of Canada
until 1968. In Manitoba, if you wanted a divorce in 1912, you had to petition the federal
government to pass private legislation granting the divorce.

Because of the notoriety and expense associated with the cost of lawyers, witnesses and travelling
to Ottawa for relief, many couples were unable to bear the cost of getting a divorce, and separated.
Some, like Charles, even remarried.

For this reason, identifying deserted, deserting, and otherwise separated husbands and wives
is a difficult task. For some husbands or wives, there were few advantages to revealing they
had been abandoned. Being deserted reduced social status; abandoned wives might qualify
for charitable assistance, but single women and widows had higher social standing and more
options, both economically and for remarriage. Personal shame led many others to hide their
pasts, while others may have had no interest in remarriage.’

It was not until 1918 that Walker v. Walker (1918), 28 Man. L..R. 495 (C.A.), affirmed by the Privy
Council in England [1919] A.C. 947 (P.C.), became the first divorce case to be heard in any court
of Manitoba. '°

For constitutional lawyers, Walker v. Walker provides a good overview of how English law was
received in Manitoba at the time of Confederation. For genealogists, it's also a good lesson that the
spouse of a widow/widower may not always be dead in Western Canada before 1919 if you cannot
find an obituary or death certificate (since the Northwest Territory joined Confederation at the same
time as Manitoba, the reception of English law would be the same).

8| would like to thank “eyden1” on Ancestry for their help in locating Charles and Meriam when they left England until
Charles died in 1941.

% Beverly Schwartzberg. “Lots of Them Did That”. Desertion, Bigamy and Marriage Fluidity in 19th Century America
(2004). J. Social History, at p. 574. Also see Constance Backhouse. ““Pure Patriarchy”: Nineteenth-Century Canadian
Marriage” (1986) McGill LJ 265.

10 From 1867 to 1949, the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council was the highest court of appeal for Canada. During
this period, its decisions on Canadian appeals were binding on all Canadian courts, including the Supreme Court of
Canada. Ongoing cases that had begun before those dates remained appealable to the Judicial Committee. The final
Judicial Committee ruling on a Canadian case was rendered in 1959.
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