
By Ann ChAndler

 B efore her life changed, most 
mornings would find Patti Ramsay pulling off 
her runners and stretching after a long run near 
the Surrey, B.C., home she shares with her part-
ner, Kim McKinney. Her no-fuss routine includ-
ed breakfast, a quick shower and slipping into a 
uniform. After leaving a treat for her dog, she 
would join the throng of rush-hour commuters 
to begin her day as a dental assistant. 

But one late summer day in 2007 was differ-
ent. Gus, the mixed breed she and McKinney 
rescued from an animal shelter 11 years ago, 
wouldn’t let Ramsay out of his sight. That morn-
ing, a bulging duffle bag lay in the foyer, contain-
ing the required items from a list on the table. 
“Once I started packing,” she recalls, “he never 
left my side.” 

At 41, Ramsay was about to embark on the ad-
venture of her lifetime. In the past five years, 
only 41 women over age 40 have been accepted 
into the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Ram-
say is one of them. After eight months of fitness 
and psychological testing, medical tests and 
background security checks, Ramsay received 
the call at work: She would join 24 other recruits 
the following week at the historic RCMP Acad-
emy, Depot Division in Regina. For 24 gruelling 
weeks, drill instructors would test Ramsay’s 
endurance against other hopefuls — many half 
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her age — in self-defence, target prac-
tice, law and police theory. 

It was a welcome change; after 20 
years as a dental assistant, she felt 
stagnated by the lack of challenge and 
diversity in her job. “I’d wanted to join 
the police force for at least 10 years, 
but kept putting it off,” she says. “As I 
got older, I worried about the physical 
aspect of the training — and wondered 
if I could keep up. Finally, when I 
turned 40, I thought, It’s now or nev-
er.” Already athletic, Ramsay started 
training more seriously, took a deep 
breath and applied.

the reginA regime

The cliché of barking drill sergeants 
and exhausted recruits dashing from 
obstacle courses to rifle training to in-
spection is alive and well at the Regina 
training depot. “And guess what,” says 
Ramsay, “the white glove test is really 
true! Except they use your socks. Plus, 
I had to get used to having my room 
tossed for minor neatness infractions. 
They were brutal.”

A typical day started at 6:15 with 
morning parade, and was non-stop un-
til the troop fell into bed at 11 p.m. “At 
first, we had to jog everywhere we 
went during the day,” says Ramsay. 
“We got our uniforms the second 
week, but had to earn the right to wear 
boots.” Meanwhile, carrying her new 
pistol caused a “colossal” purple bruise 
on her hip. “I was told it would desen-
sitize after a while.” It did. 

By the end of the second week, she’d 
earned her boots, but the troop of 25 
recruits had lost three members. Ram-
say was the oldest; the youngest was 
20. But, if anything, her age didn’t just 
make her more determined, it was of-
ten an advantage. “My life experience 
was useful quite a few times,” she says. 
“Especially when common sense or 
intuition was needed.” When, for ex-

ample, each troop member was given 
only 10 seconds to prepare a two-min-
ute speech, Ramsay nailed hers. The 
topic: adapting to change. “That was 
easy,” she says with a smile.

Although she found the physical de-
mands daunting, Ramsay recognized 
her morning runs back home were 
paying off (“I showed more endurance 
than some of the guys!”), and she had 
little trouble keeping up with the 
twentysomethings. More excruciating 
than completing three cardio and two 
weight-training competencies each 

week was the pepper spray drill. “It 
was by far the worst thing I have ever 
experienced,” says Ramsay. “We had 
to keep our eyes open, and words can’t 
explain how painful that is. And then 
you had to simulate a scenario: run 
over and hit a punching bag, find your 
radio on the ground, and call in your 
location. But all you wanted to do was 
just scream with pain.”  

Even more overwhelming were the 
emotional challenges. Ramsay admits 
there were tears. “Adapting to a strict 
routine, having someone always tell-
ing you what to do and when, work-
ing on team homework assignments, 
and that early morning drill practice 
— I thought I’d never survive.” When 
the instructors yelled at her troop 
for being sloppy in drill practice, the 
recruits had to spend 30 minutes 
standing at attention in front of the 
cenotaph. “Mentally that was the 
toughest thing I had to do. I stood 

there for half an hour thinking, Okay. 
This is ridiculous. What am I doing 
here?” Similar thoughts ran through 
her mind after receiving a detention 
for having hair over her ears. “I 
thought, Another haircut? I’ve had 10 
since arriving here.”

Ramsay had a final confidence crisis 
when a fellow recruit who had become 
a valued friend decided police work 
wasn’t for him, and quit. “Friends here 
are your lifeline,” she explains. “I was 
devastated. I really felt like giving up. 
Instead, I booked a last-minute flight 
home for the weekend — it cost a for-
tune, but it was worth it. I just needed 
that breather.”

Six months after arriving in Regina, 
Ramsay graduated in March 2008. 
She joined the rest of her troop, which 
had dropped in number from 25 to 18 
(five women and 13 men), in making 
the transition from cadet to con- 
stable. In the emotional rite of pas-
sage that signifies that change, the 
troop formed an arch and each mem-
ber turned to his troop mate and re-
moved the cadet epaulette from his 
shoulder. Then the moment they had 
all worked for arrived: They each re-
ceived the regimental number and 
badge of constable.

BACk in B.C., fighting fit and happy 
to be home and running with Gus 
again, Ramsay wears her uniform 
proudly and now attends calls on her 
own. “I never know how my day is go-
ing to start or end, but I always look 
forward to going to work.” So far on 
the job, she’s attended several deaths, 
received propositions from impaired 
drivers and was bitten applying first 
aid to an injured dog. A far cry from 
cleaning teeth, she calls it “the best 
job in the world.” 

“I’m loving it,” she says. “I wish I’d 
done it 10 years sooner.” M       

“I worried about 
the physical aspect 

of the training. 
Finally, I thought, 
It’s now or never.”
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