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RESPONSIBILITY OB PRAIRIR FIRES

It will be romombered that last fall a great
loss was occasioned throughout Maunitoba
by tho destruction of proper.y by prairie
fires. A great many farmers lost portions of
their grain and fudder crups, which wero
thon standing in stacks all over the cuuntry.
In some cases farmers lust their entire crops,
aud ovon buildings were destiuyed in several
instances. It was recognized av the time
that many of theso fires were caused by
carolessness and neglect, Several of the most
destructive fircs were traced to the customn
provalent in Manitoba of burning the piles of
straw aftor threshing.

While the law against starting fires is
quite strong, thers is ofton groat difliculty in
tracing up cases tu their proper svurce.
There has alsu been a disinclination ia the
past to take proceodings against partics sup-
posed to have been responsible for the start-
ing of prairiv fires. The big crop of prairio
fires last fall, howgver, has given riso to
several interesting suits for damages, which
should sorve as a warning, in the future, fur
those who have been inclined to bo caroless
about starting fires. It may be well to men-
tion a fow particulars concerning one or two
uf these Jaw suits, with tho cbject of snowing
the liability with which parties who start
fires are involved.

In the case of McLeau vs. Rickio, action
was brought befure Judge Lucke, at Mucden,
Man., to recover damages for destruction of
four stacks of wheat by fire, which, it was
alleged, was started by Jdefendant on his laud,
for the purpose of burning a vile of straw,
which fire was carried thence to plaintiff's
propertv. The defence was that the fire was
the result of cindars left by threshers on the
ground, and that if the fire was set by
defendant there was no uncgligeace either in
the setting or in the keeping. Tho fire to
burn the straw was set on Sept. 24 and it was
raining at the time. Hodid not examine tha
fire afterwards, and a wind coming up the
following day started a prairie fire from the
smouldering pile. The county court judge in
delivering judgment stated he had no doubt
at all bot that it was easily rossible for de
fondant even after firing his straw, if taken
in proper time, to have prevented i spread-
ing. In thiscase a storm of wind arose on
September 23, and the judge was of opinion
that without wind tho fire would not have
spread on that date, but defendant should
have provided for such o cortingency. If
aegligence was an essential the pecuhar cir-
cumstanczs of the case must bo looked at, and
the ovidence :n this caso of the surroundings,
the dryness of the scason, that defendant
was in a thick settloment, that there was an
enormous number of grain stacks on the
neighboring farms, that there was little fall
ploughing, all tended to show that defendant
was negligent in the conduct of the fire, inas-
much as he sot out the.ire without fireguards
of any knd and did not attempt to guard it
until it was toolate. The county court judgo

hold that where a fire is sot out for the pur-
poso cf burning rofuse straw, that the party
doing so assumes respousibility for all dam-
age that results therefrom, and he assessed
tho loss at $186.68. .

From this decision the defendant appoaled
to a judge of the Q1een's Beuch and the case
camo up in Winnipeg, before chiel justice
Taylcr, His Lordship dismissed the appeal
with costs on the ground that defendant was
guilty of negligence, holding that setting fire
to such a juantity of straw as the produce of
thirty acres would be, in a dry and windy
season without ploughing any fire break,
leaving nu obe tu watch it, not guing to
examito tho place next morning when the
wind was rising, doing nothing until the fire
brokoe away was such negligence as fully to
justify the fiuding of the cuuuty court judge
that tho defendant was negligent in the
sotting out and keeping of the fire.

Iu another case, that of Booth vs. MotTat,
2 farmer started a firo to burn some grass,
and after watching it a while, went away
thinking it wns out A wind cameup and
carried the fire to plaintifi’s farm, burning
his house. This caso camo befcre Justice
Bain at Winnipeg, on appeal from the county
court of Carberry. Tho justice held that
there was ample evidence of negligance to
warrant a verdict in favor of tho plaintiff.
It might be that the fire was originally set
out for the necessary purpose of husbandry,
and that in setting it out as and when he did
thedefondant was not guilty ot negligence,
but ia s subsequent conduct ho was negli-
gont. The defendant was guilty of negli-
gence in going away aund leaving the fire still
smoking with fire smouldering in small par-
cels of wmanaro, especiaily at a time when
there was a fresh if not a high wind blowing,
and when although the ground ,ast at the
fire may have beon wet the surrounding
country may have beon dry, no rain having
fallen for several weeks. There could be no
doubt tho sccond fire which caused the dam-
age complained of, had its origin from the
first ono woich defendant left smoldering in
a neglegent manner. A verdict was given
for plaintiff for $250 and costs.

These und otber convictions obtained for
fires started last fall, will have the effect of
inducing more frequent prosecutions in the
future, in ceso of the destruction of property
from prairie fires, The result of thuse legal
contests should be made known widely
throughout the country, in order that it may
have full effent, and be made known where it
will 4o the most good.

THE GREAT WEST LIFE.

With pleasure The Commercial calls atton-
tion to the very full report of the (Great West
Life Assurance Company, which appears in
this number. It is a matter of grest satisfac-
tion to all thoss who favored the establish-
ment of a life company with headquarters in
Winnipeg, tbat tho Great West Life has al-
ready made such & splondid record. The
company has been most successful from its
very incoption and is now we may say firmly
established on o suro and sound basis. All
this reflcots oredit upon the mapagement,
and shows that the affairs of tho company
have been coniucted with ~iergy and
ability.

The report now presented ccvers the third
full calendar yecar of the company, and
shows that 1,195 applications for $2,101,700
of insurance were received during the year.
Insurance in force at the close of the year
was £5,071,150, a gain of 3882.100 over the
provious yoar., The sum of 822,769, was paid
in death claims, and no claims vere unsettled
at tho end of the year, which is a goud evi-
donco in itself of prompt paymont of claims
by this company. The funds of the company
aro all wvested 1n the West, at an average
rate of intorest of 7.05 per cont.. and the
1nterest has been so well met that oply about
$1b wus unpaid at the end of the yecar. This
shows how carefully thLe investments of the
company have been mado.

The company is n ;w doing business all over
Canada, and the position now attained by the
Groat West Life is fully equal to the position
of other leading Canadian ccmpanies after
ton or fifteen years’ experience.

With improving business prospects through-
out the West, it is quite certain that this home
company will vastly increase its business
and its resourcos during the curront year.
In fact, we are informed that the business of
tho company for the curront year, to date,
shows an increase of 48 per cont. over the
like portion of last year. Of courss, the
higher rate of interest vbtained hore 13 a
great advantago in favor of the home com-
pany,asall itsinterests are in the West. This
gives the company a surplus of 8 per cont. as
compared with a surpius of 1 per cent. receiv-
od by Eastern compsnies. ‘This will enable
tho Great West Life to pay larger profits to
polivy-holders, from surplus earmings. That
great caro has beon exercised in selecting
riske, thereby guaranteeing Letter profits to
the policy-holders, is shown by the fact that
only three deaths occurred last year, Mr. J,
H. Brock, managingdirector of the company,
aud his assistants generally, are to be con-
gratulated on the splendid showing they have
mwade in gaining so soon such an enviable
reputation for the Great West Lifo.

EDITORIAL NOTES.

IT might be interesting, in view of the
reports about snow blockades in the East, to
call attention to the fact that the railways
in Western Canada have suffored no delays
during the past winter from storms. There
has not Leen even a trifling snow blockade in
Manitoba during the winter., On the other
hand, several bad blockades have occurred
down East, the Jast ono taking place as late in
the season as March 20. This storm appears
to have been a vory sovero one, and trains in
some cases were blocked up for several days.
Contrast this with Manitoba, which has not
had a snow blockade worth mentioning for a
number of years.,
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Toe Bank of British Columbie hes boen
passing through espariences which mosts
banks are liable to meot with in a new coun-
try. The bank has had heavy losses during
the past year or two, and has been obliged to
write off a large sum for bad debts. The
Winnipeg banks had the samo experience
after tho * boom " period. It is well to note
here that a large portion of of the losses
of the Bank of British Columbia were made



