

[image: Cover: Putting Down Roots: Métis Agency, Land Use, and Women’s Food Labour in a Qu’Appelle Valley Road Allowance Community by Cheryl Troupe]






Putting Down Roots






paskwāwi masinahikewina / Prairie Writing

issn 2818-1379

Brenda Macdougall and Robert Innes, Editors

paskwāwi masinahikewina / Prairie Writing series publishes books both academically rigorous and accessible to the public that relate to the contemporary experiences, histories, and knowledges of prairie Indigenous societies. It supports the work of new and established scholars who are examining how prairie Indigenous peoples understand and shape their own worlds..


	2Putting Down Roots: Métis Agency, Land Use, and Women’s Food Labour in a Qu’Appelle Valley Road Allowance Community, by Cheryl Troupe

	1Bead Talk: Indigenous Knowledge and Aesthetics from the Flatlands, edited by Carmen Robertson, Judy Anderson, and Katherine Boyer










Putting Down Roots

[image: ]

Métis Agency, Land Use, and Women’s Food Labour in a Qu’Appelle Valley Road Allowance Community

[image: ]


Cheryl Troupe

[image: Logo: University of Manitoba Press]








Putting Down Roots: Métis Agency, Land Use, and Women’s Food Labour in a Qu’Appelle Valley Road Allowance Community

© Cheryl Troupe 2025

Foreword © Maria Campbell 2024

292827262512345

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database and retrieval system in Canada, without the prior written permission of the publisher, or, in the case of photocopying or any other reprographic copying, a licence from Access Copyright, www.accesscopyright.ca, 1-800-893-5777.

University of Manitoba Press

Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

Treaty 1 Territory

uofmpress.ca

Cataloguing data available from Library and Archives Canada

paskwāwi masinahikewina/Prairie Writing, ISSN: 28181379 ; 2

isbn 978-177284-102-2 (paper)

isbn 978-177284-104-6 (pdf)

isbn 978-177284-105-3 (epub)

isbn 978-177284-103-9 (bound)

Cover photograph of Margaret Pelletier Harrison’s rug by Cheryl Troupe.

Cover and Interior Design by Galley Creative Co.

The University of Manitoba Press acknowledges the financial support for its publication program provided by the Government of Canada through the Canada Book Fund, the Canada Council for the Arts, the Manitoba Department of Sport, Culture, and Heritage, the Manitoba Arts Council, and the Manitoba Book Publishing Tax Credit.

This book has been published with the help of a grant from the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences, through the Awards to Scholarly Publications Program, using funds provided by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.

[image: Logo: Funded by the Government of Canada]






For Bob, George, and Margaret






Contents


	Illustrations

	Foreword

	Acknowledgements

	introduction

	one“Down There in the Valley”: Introducing Bob and Margaret

	twoDaughters of the Country: Women’s Labour in the Métis World

	threePetitioning for Rights and Taking Up Agriculture

	fourAsserting Sovereignty to Secure Land

	fiveSecuring Land Tenure: North-West Half-Breed Scrip and Homesteading

	six“We Got Our House Built by Seneca Roots”: Life on the Road Allowance

	sevenGoing Hunting Rabbits: Women’s Labour in Feeding the Family

	eightContesting Government Intervention into Harvesting Spaces

	nine“This Is a Michif Road”: Métis Labour and Relief

	conclusion

	Notes

	Bibliography

	Index








Illustrations


Tables


	Table 1. Broken Acres, Hewson Survey.

	Table 2. Métis claims documented by Dominion Land Surveyors, 1881–1882.

	Table 3. Manitoba Scrip and North-West Half-Breed Scrip.

	Table 4. Scrip issued to holders of waterfront claims.

	Table 5. John Simpson existing claims, surveyed in 1881.





Figures


	Figure 1. Road Allowance Communities in central and southern Saskatchewan to 1950 (select).

	Figure 2. Bob Desjarlais’s Map.

	Figure 3. Bob Desjarlais.

	Figure 4. Margaret Pelletier Harrison.

	Figure 5. Margaret Pelletier Harrison’s Rug.

	Figure 6. Bob Desjarlais’s Genealogy (as mentioned in his interview).

	Figure 7. Bob, Margaret, and Delphine’s Map.

	Figure 8. Detail of Bob, Margaret, and Delphine’s Map.

	Figure 9. Vitaline Cardinal and Josue Pelletier.

	Figure 10. Katepwa Lake Road Allowance Residency Patterns and Land Use, 1930s–1950.

	Figure 11. Detail, Katepwa Lake Road Allowance Residency Patterns and Land Use, 1930s–1950.

	Figure 12. Red River Cart Trails and Métis Wintering Sites c. 1850–1860s.

	Figure 13. Red River Cart Trail, Qu’Appelle Valley, CU 1107976.

	Figure 14. Fort Qu’Appelle c. 1867, R-A38.

	Figure 15. Mary Cook (Mrs. William McKay) family, c. 1870.

	Figure 16. Antoine Desjarlais and Susanne Allary Genealogy.

	Figure 17. Métis Occupancy in Qu’Appelle Valley Prior to Survey, 1881–1882.

	Figure 18. Simon Blondeau and Françoise Desjarlais Genealogy.

	Figure 19. Simon Blondeau and Françoise Desjarlais Extended Family Residences, 1880s–1890s.

	Figure 20. Madeleine Klyne family, Lebret, c. 1890s.

	Figure 21. Michel Klyne and Madeleine Beauchemin Genealogy (select).

	Figure 22. Madeleine Klyne Extended Family Residences, 1880s–1890s.

	Figure 23. Dominion Land Survey (Township 19–Range 12–West of Second Meridian), Qu’Appelle Valley, c. 1883.

	Figure 24. Métis improvements (Township 21–Range 13–West of Second Meridian), T.R. Hewson Survey, June 1881.

	Figure 25. Size of Pre-existing Métis Claims.

	Figure 26. Acres Fenced.

	Figure 27. Thomas Kavanaugh and Elise Klyne home, c. 1880.

	Figure 28. Métis Settlement, Wood Mountain, 22 miles North of Boundary and 416 miles West of Red River, Manitoba, June–August 1873.

	Figure 29. Home Size.

	Figure 30. Outbuildings.

	Figure 31. John Simpson waterfront claim crossing six quarter sections (Township 21–Range 14–West of Second Meridian).

	Figure 32. Antoine Hamelin’s waterfront claim (Northeast Quarter–Section 17–Township 20–Range 12–West of Second Meridian).

	Figure 33. Métis identified in W.A. Clark Survey, 1886.

	Figure 34. Homesteads at Ste. Delphine/File Hills and Qu’Appelle Valley, 1883–1910.

	Figure 35. Métis Homesteads at Ste. Delphine/File Hills and Qu’Appelle Valley, 1883–1910.

	Figure 36. Detail, Métis Homesteads, Qu’Appelle Valley, 1883–1910.

	Figure 37. Detail, Métis Homesteads, Ste. Delphine/File Hills, 1883–1910.

	Figure 38. Buffalo bones at Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 1890s.

	Figure 39. Family picking stones at Davidson, Saskatchewan, early 1900s.

	Figure 40. Women with buckets, Crooked Lake, Saskatchewan, 1940s.

	Figure 41. Louis Racette and team of horses.

	Figure 42. J.Z. Larocque, n.d.

	Figure 43. Municipal relief recipients, 1933.

	Figure 44. Lebret Métis Farm.

	Figure 45. Lebret Métis Farm.

	Figure 46. Lebret Métis Farm.

	Figure 47. Lebret Métis Farm.









Foreword

this is such a great tahpacimowin history story of a community full of deep cultural knowledge and wisdom told by those people who were known as otipaimsowauk, the people who owned themselves. In older times, a storyteller would tell us a story reminding us, the listeners, of someone or something long forgotten or almost forgotten that needed to be remembered. Among us listeners, that someone would reciprocate by sharing a memory. This was the memory you, Cheryl, invoked in me.

Her name was Chee stah way pie sees, meaning Little Echo, and everybody was always happy when they saw her coming down the road. She lived way out on the edge of the road allowance about half a mile from Pimtutinow, the crooked hill. She was a real happy woman, very kind and gentle. You could always hear her coming long before you saw her because she would walk to the top of Pimtutinow and shout out what she was coming to do, and her echo would reverberate over the hills. I was checking my rabbit snares when I heard, “Me, I am going to visit Zubutt, Zubutt, Zubutt, zubutt, zubutt.”

I listened to the echo only for a few moments, then raced through the bush to the road, and like everybody else, when I saw her coming, I followed her, and sure enough, she stopped at Zubutt’s house and went inside. I arrived shortly after her, all breathless and was invited in to share a cup of sugared tea. I didn’t care about the tea, I wanted to see what Chee stah way pie sees had made and was gifting to Zubutt. I didn’t want to miss anything because I had heard the old ladies talking once and they had said that to witness a story being made and then, to tell it, was a great gift and I had promised myself that if I should ever be blessed to have that happen to me I would tell it so good I would not miss a detail.

I knew that Chee stah way pie sees liked giving presents away better than anybody else I knew. And she made such nice ones too and they always suited the people she gave them to. Just like this Zubutt she was going to visit. That woman she loved tin cans. All kinds of tin cans. Big ones, small ones, skinny ones, fat ones, and even them little round tin and cardboard snuff boxes ’cause they were just the right size for needles and all kinds of small things. I know that sounds kind of weird, but you should have seen what that Zubutt did to those cans. She was always buying paint with every spare dollar she could get hold of and when she had enough, she would paint all them tin cans in all kinds of beautiful colours. Virgin Mary blue, Chinese red, sunshine yellow, spring green, and one time she even found purple paint. Imagine that. Purple just like the purple the bishop wears for special masses and stuff.

Sometimes she even painted flowers on the cans or tied twine or store string and pretty ribbons around them. They were so beautiful. When they were all finished to her liking she would give them to the women who loved them because everybody was poor in our community and very few people had nice things to make themselves or a home look special. Like vases to put wildflowers in or pretty containers to store things like scissors and awls and packages of needles. Zubutt’s gifts always had a special place on a shelf or windowsill or in the middle of the table. Just an ordinary tin can all painted up could make a poor little house real happy looking.

She even made aprons and clothes from flower sacks once and dyed the white cloth in pots of boiling berries, plants, and even moose blood, all of which turned into rich colours just like the paint she bought at the store. Someone driving past her house saw all that pretty cloth on her clothesline, blowing proud in the wind, and they told someone at the store and pretty soon everybody was excited and wondering what she was making and for who? She made stuff for the men, too, not just for the women. One time, she made a pair of leather cuffs with brass studs on them, and not long after, we saw an old man wearing them to protect his shirt cuffs on Sundays. A year later she made him a studded vest to go with his cuffs.

She made bells with pretty ribbons for the horses’ neck yokes, and the horses, they seemed to know how good they looked, and they always danced and pranced as they went past a house, and people would stop what they were doing to look at them and wave.

She made leggings and belts for the young girls. They’d be all beaded or embroidered with silk threads and really show off someone’s nice legs when they were dancing. She was just a good woman that Zubutt who held people up with her presents and made good stories for us to tell about them. And you know those stories always made us all feel good and helped us remember the old way of helping each other through hard times. Stories are very important for our people. Stories give us teachings and laws. They tell us the history of our old times and how we used to do things. They tell us why the hill was called Pimtutinow and about people like Chee stah way pie sees who came down the hill and road to give a story away and always did it with an echo song so we wouldn’t forget to hold that person up.

Oh, I’m sorry, I almost forgot to tell you what Chee stah way pie sees gave Zubutt for a special present because I got so busy telling you about Zubutt’s tin cans. Chee stah way pie sees gave her a big can of Coldwell Banker House Paint. Yes, Chinese Red, because it was the hardest one to find in our country and because red is a sacred colour in the Old Ways and the favourite one of our people.

So, to all of you, I give you this story of Chee stah way pie sees and Zubutt to hold up Cheryl Troupe for this wonderful book. And I send maarsii’s to the Spirit World for uncles George Klyne and Bob Desjarlais, who took Cheryl out on the land and gave her these foundational stories, and to Margaret Harrison who lovingly hooked her a rag rug map and mentored her through our people’s language, customs, values, and deep love of place. We are so much richer for their gifts.

With love and deep respect,

Maria Campbell

Gabriel’s Crossing,

Batoche, Saskatchewan.

17 February 2024
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Introduction

road allowances are the narrow strips of land between township sections set aside in Canada’s Dominion Land Survey for future road building. No more than one chain width or sixty-six feet wide, this land was never intended for settler occupation or agriculture. These road allowances, along with survey adjustments called correction lines that compensated for the convergence of lines of longitude, as well as unoccupied but surveyed Crown land on the margins of First Nations reserves and land on the outskirts of developing towns and cities, became home to displaced Métis in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.1 These spaces have become known as road allowance communities, and the Métis who lived there as “road allowance people.” The term has since been popularized by Métis author Maria Campbell in her collection of translated oral stories, Stories of the Road Allowance People.2

In the late nineteenth century, Métis struggled to adapt to new social, economic, and political environments brought about by the decimation of the buffalo, removal from the land, and the influx of settlers. Despite such challenges, Métis connections to the land and to one another were not severed. Instead, they used gaps and spaces in the colonial survey system to find land to live on, remain within familiar territory, and avoid being governed by the state. Relocating into makeshift and temporary settlements on unoccupied Crown lands, they formed communities where they could maintain kinship networks and cultural practices. While seemingly peripheral and marginal, these spaces should be understood as sites of opportunity where Métis remained tied to the land in distinct ways, where they resisted outside pressures and intrusions into their everyday lives, and where Métis women’s work in food production was central. As the Métis have demonstrated, road allowance communities should be understood as sites of resistance and resilience where liminality and poverty are not synonymous with atrophy.

This framing challenges how we think about Métis history and forces us to rethink how Métis resistance is understood. It moves beyond the efforts of recognizable leaders Louis Riel and Gabriel Dumont who have loomed large in prairie history and the accounts of the collective actions of Métis patriots fighting for recognition of land rights in both 1869–70 at Red River and 1885 in the North-West Territory. Indeed, road allowance communities and the actions, experiences, and stories of those who lived there reveal a different type of resistance that is more than a struggle for recognition of land rights.3 This reframing requires us to look at these communities through the lens of women’s work—particularly in food production—and to consider their resilience and resistance embedded in their everyday actions to maintain culture, family systems, commonly held values, and connections to the land.

The Métis families who lived on the road allowances in southern Saskatchewan’s Qu’Appelle Valley until the mid-twentieth century are part of a distinct Indigenous nation that shares a collective, place-based history tied to the western prairies.4 These families were part of a late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century buffalo hunting economic tradition that saw large groups of Métis moving out of and through the Red River and Pembina regions and on the western plains in a seasonal rotation following the buffalo herds.5 Métis families recognized and relied upon kinship relationships between extended families to create sprawling networks that came together and broke apart as buffalo herds and natural resources dictated. Métis economic, social, and political traditions were deeply connected to the hunt and the prairie landscape. This cohesion gave rise to a growing political consciousness that already in 1816 declared the Métis to be a unique nation, distinct from their First Nations and European relatives and neighbours, with its own common cultural expressions, language, and markers of identity defined by mobility, kinship relationships, and geography.6

By the 1850s, Métis buffalo hunters regularly followed the herds west into the Qu’Appelle Valley. At the time, the region was firmly Nêhiyawak (Cree) territory, extending from the Cypress Hills across the Wood and Moose Mountain areas towards the confluence of the Qu’Appelle and Assiniboine Rivers.7 The Nêhiyawak granted Métis access to the territory and hunting privileges based on trade, kinship, and political alliances, including their participation in the Nêhiyaw-Pwat, or Iron Confederacy.8 This was a political and military alliance amongst Nêhiyawak, Nahkawinniwak (Saulteaux), Nakota (Assiniboine), and Métis bands across western Canada and the northern United States. Their enemies were the A’aninin (Gros Ventre), Siksika (Blackfoot), Dakota, and Mandan/Hidatsa.9 The Dakota and the Métis had been enemies until the Battle of Grand Coteau in 1851 when, overpowered by Métis forces, the Dakota withdrew, ending any long-standing disputes and creating peace between these long-time adversaries.10

By this time, complex environmental and economic factors were already starting to impact buffalo numbers.11 Consequently, as the Métis sought to be competitive and meet market demands, their intensified and expanded hunts overtaxed an already declining population.12 Within a decade many found it necessary to spend the winter in the Valley to continue accessing the diminishing herds. Wintering further afield from the Red River and Pembina region was common for most Métis buffalo hunters by this time and gave rise to year-round settlements across the prairies. By the late 1860s, a community of interrelated extended Métis families formed in the Qu’Appelle Valley close to the Qu’Appelle River and the Pasqua, Echo, Mission, and Katepwa Lakes known collectively as the Qu’Appelle or Fishing Lakes. Here the Métis supported themselves through the buffalo hunt for as long as possible, relying on fish, other hunted game, and food gathered or grown, as well as through trade with, and wage labour for, the Hudson’s Bay Company.

The end of the bison economy in the 1870s brought significant changes for the Métis, including forced changes to their subsistence-based economy and imposition of Canadian government policy to open the west for settlement. Encroaching policy and impending settlement increased land pressure and exacerbated Métis anxiety over the Canadian government’s lack of recognition of their rights. This led to two armed Métis resistances, first at Red River in 1869–70 and later in the South Saskatchewan River region in 1885. These have been well documented and have pointed to the displacement, dispossession, diaspora, and erasure of the Métis from the landscape.13 Indeed, the government’s Dominion Land Survey carved up the prairies into digestible units, manageable for settler farm families, while accompanying homestead policies set out the processes by which land would be occupied and used.

Successful settlement first required the removal of First Nations and Métis from the land. While the government recognized First Nations’ land rights and dealt with them collectively through treaties, Métis’ rights and land tenure practices were ignored.14 This omission from treaty agreements allowed the government to deal with the Métis separately through distinct policies. These policies and Métis scrip processes—coupons redeemable for unoccupied surveyed land or money meant to extinguish any existing Métis land rights—failed to secure Métis land tenure and, as I argue here, forced many to live on land they did not own, displaced and dispossessed within territory their families had used and occupied for generations.

The division of land into an orderly township grid conflicted with Métis land tenure practices that prioritized access to water and resources along with proximity to family.15 Métis in the Qu’Appelle Valley, like in other settlements across the prairies, struggled to maintain occupancy over their plots of land within the new and larger Canadian liberal framework.16 The geometric precision of the provincial boundaries and the imposition of the township grid system left little room for the Métis. The margins or allowances to compensate for the application of a precise two-dimensional grid system over the topographical features of the landscape became sites of resistance and resilience and not merely places for mathematical correction of the colonial survey. When attempting to take up land either through homestead policy or through the exchange of scrip, the Métis often selected land based on proximity to family and not for its agricultural potential, demonstrating their desire to maintain a subsistence-based rather than agricultural lifestyle. For instance, when settling in the Batoche region in present-day Saskatchewan, Métis took up land in long narrow lots fronting the South Saskatchewan River, initially chosen for proximity to water, hay, and wood lots. When surveyed, good agricultural land was made available in neighbouring municipalities, but Métis prioritized kinship relationships over economic opportunity, choosing the safety of family and community and remaining within recognizable kinship groupings over relocation to adjoining townships with access to better agricultural land.17

By the early twentieth century, Qu’Appelle Métis, like others across southern and central Saskatchewan, faced pernicious anti-Métis racial discrimination from growing Euro-Canadian settler society in response to Métis actions during the 1885 North-West Resistance. They also increasingly felt the imposition of Euro-Canadian values and government policy. With few options, many relocated to newly surveyed unoccupied Crown land, forming road allowance communities that were unique to the provinces of Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Alberta, and by the early 1950s numbered in the hundreds.18

Histories of these spaces are limited and, when available, have largely looked at these communities in terms of their poverty, marginalization, ill health, and social problems. Scholarship has positioned road allowance communities as a drain on municipal and provincial welfare coffers and at odds with development of settler society.19 Framing the Métis as Canada’s “forgotten people,” Bruce Sealey and Antoine Lucier contend that “the first half of the twentieth century did not belong to the Métis,” instead they faced racism and discrimination, living at the margins of society as they attempted to survive as small-scale farmers or by living off the land in traditional ways.20 Indeed, by the time the province of Saskatchewan was created in 1905, the Métis “were being engulfed by an unsympathetic settler society, whose ability to monopolize social and economic power cast disdain upon [Métis] values and their way of life.”21 For the Métis, “it was a life of almost total destitution and poverty, and apart from the social and racial condemnation it sometimes aroused, it met with little public sympathy and government inaction.”22 By the 1930s, as the Great Depression intensified so did Métis poverty and reliance on government relief. Municipal and provincial governments, overwhelmed by the financial responsibilities that accompanied the Métis, contemplated how to remove them from the road allowances.

The election of Tommy Douglas and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation Government (CCF) in Saskatchewan in the 1940s ushered in a new period of intensive surveillance and ill-conceived government attempts to alleviate Métis poverty and remove them from the road allowance. Métis removal experiences then “became a horrific and untold story of bullying, cheating, burning [of homes], and forceful removal.”23 By the 1950s, most road allowance communities disbanded as individuals and families moved into cities and towns searching for employment and education opportunities. Increasing municipal pressure and conflict with settlers displaced others.24

Viewing this history through this lens of poverty masks the inner workings of Métis kinship networks and the level of community building and cultural continuity taking place. A new narrative, found in Métis stories, voices, and memories, is revealed when road allowance communities are considered in terms of resilience and resistance. Oral histories, community histories, and individual memoirs overwhelmingly demonstrate that these communities were not merely peripheral spaces where Métis lived as squatters on Crown land, but places where families lived according to a Métis worldview and culturally thrived despite economic poverty.25 In these spaces, Michif language and Métis cultural traditions flourished.26 Kinship relationships provided mutual aid and support and were of the utmost importance. Living close to one another helped maintain cultural traditions and practices such as visiting, storytelling, celebrating, and food sharing, and ensuring that all family members were well cared for and had enough to eat. Food united people and was an integral part of all Métis gatherings and celebrations. Families continued relying upon a subsistence lifestyle of fishing, trapping, and gathering wild foods supplemented by small-scale agriculture and wage labour when available. When Métis engaged in the settler economy, it was as labourers for local farmers, and they worked hard clearing fields or picking rocks or potatoes for meagre wages. Often, families worked as an economic unit, with women helping in the fields and maintaining more domestic responsibilities of caring for the children and Old People. Women’s labour was crucial in harvesting, preparing, and preserving food and medicines for their families. Women’s kinship networks and their food-based labour defined and anchored these families to the land. The Métis, women specifically, adapted to economic, political, and social changes and demanded recognition of their rights as they resisted government oppression, surveillance, and imposition into their daily lives.

Gender is central to this story. While scholarship on Indigenous women’s contributions to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fur trade economies has flourished since the 1980s, popular and academic narratives of the West continue to privilege men’s stories.27 Until recently, scholars have argued that women’s work in prairie settlement and as rural labourers has been invisible, or added as an afterthought.28 Yet, settlement of the western prairies could not have been possible without female homesteaders and other women’s participation in almost every aspect of prairie life.29 Studies of rural wage labour tend to be celebratory works, charting the progress or success of prairie communities with little analysis of the role women or children who played critical roles in creating and maintaining the rural economy.30 Likewise, studies of Indigenous labour have also focused on the masculine, obscuring Indigenous women’s contributions and assuming that Indigenous men “were the main or sole family breadwinner and that their work counted for more than that of women.”31 The exclusion of a gendered analysis in Indigenous history is an important oversight.32 A history of economic systems from which Indigenous women are absent mistakenly suggests that women either played no significant economic role or “that their exclusion from the economy was natural and not also part of the experience of colonization.”33 A gendered lens allows for the inclusion of the myriad forms of Métis women’s economic labour, including their artistic production, which from the early days of the fur trade was a critical component of the economy.34 Putting Down Roots firmly inserts Métis women and their labour into this discussion of gender roles and rural labour in the prairie settlement period. It explores the degree to which Qu’Appelle Métis women were taking up small-scale agriculture, acquiring and maintaining homestead lands, farming within a family context, and providing their wage labour well into the twentieth century, which allows for a comparison of experiences of Métis women alongside First Nations and settler women’s experiences.

Contrary to the earlier scholarship that has emphasized Métis poverty and displacement, this book considers how Métis people have cultivated individual and collective relationships to the land. Métis, like other Indigenous peoples, demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of their environments and modified and actively managed and humanized landscapes.35 Métis subsistence activities allowed families, at least initially, to live autonomously and temporarily outside the watchful eye of government.

Métis women’s food labour proved indispensable to the family economy; studying food systems offers a unique point of entry for understanding the everyday lives of the Métis and their connections to the Valley environment.36 Food and stories about food appeal to the senses and to memory. As food historian Warren Belasco reminds us, “food indicates who we are, where we came from and who we want to be.”37 Indeed, for the Métis, food harvesting, production, and consumption is integral to identity, shaping how the Qu’Appelle Métis organized, structured, and understood themselves and the world around them. Food production and consumption are also gendered and political. This work reveals women’s significant contributions to the family subsistence economy through food harvesting, production, preparation, and preservation activities, adding to what is known about women’s roles during these times of change. This work also explores how food affected social, political, and economic relationships, and power dynamics within Métis extended families and between the Métis and the state. Food is also an important lens for examining relationships to power and conflict.38 In particular, how conflict between the Métis and municipal, provincial, and federal land policy, wildlife conservation policies, and relief measures restricted Métis land use, harvesting practices, access, and control over food resources.

This work explores Indigenous responses to settler colonialism, increased regulation and surveillance of Indigenous economies and livelihoods, and the erasure of Indigenous peoples from the landscape. It adds nuance to how we understand the development of the North American conservation movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the resulting impacts of government intervention and surveillance on subsistence livelihoods, and how local populations, including Indigenous peoples, resisted, responded to, and challenged this imposition. It reveals how governments, in redefining legitimate land use and land tenure, met with social unrest and resistance by local populations criminalized for their activities.39 Qu’Appelle Métis consistently challenged state intervention into their livelihoods, and actively advocated for land use, access, and tenure in strategic and conscious ways grounded in an Indigenous worldview, their understanding of place, and recognizable political approaches to maintain their subsistence economy. Métis land use practices supported and reproduced Métis cultural understandings and were intimately connected to identity. Indeed, in their move to the road allowance Métis were resilient in taking back a connection to the land through deliberate reconstruction of cultural knowledge linked to kinship, women’s labour, and their foodways.

Putting Down Roots demonstrates that Métis experiences in the Qu’Appelle Valley were complicated as they countered local, regional, and national intrusions.40 The community’s experience is one of continuity and change wherein they adapted their subsistence activity and livelihoods in flexible ways, responding to and resisting various government policy and legal and ideological interventions while prioritizing connections to familiar landscapes. This work refocuses this history on Métis experiences of displacement well into the twentieth century, challenging the understanding that the impacts of colonialism happened early and all at once and suggesting instead that the process and impacts of settler colonialism in the Qu’Appelle Valley ratcheted up over the course of more than a century.

This work traces the history of the Qu’Appelle Valley Métis and examines how road allowance communities persisted. I do this by scrutinizing the land-based food systems that connected families and reinforced gender roles in the community. Qu’Appelle Métis women quite literally “put down roots” in their gardens, growing what they needed to feed their families, while maintaining and reproducing cultural knowledge that anchored their families to the land. Occupying this territory, Qu’Appelle Métis people found individual and collective ways to resist settler colonialism. This study fits within a growing body of community-level studies examining specific prairie Métis communities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that reveal individual and everyday experiences from which we can better understand broad cultural, social, political, economic, and demographic continuity and change.41

Although I am Métis, the Qu’Appelle Valley is not my community. My work is the result of community-engaged research grounded in relationships, cultural protocols, and the lived experience and worldview of Métis people. It emerges from personal and professional relationships created and maintained with Métis community members over the past two decades. I am privileged to have received permission to share this history. My work explores the innovative and overlapping use of Indigenous research methods, oral history interviews, genealogical reconstruction, archival research, and Historical Geographic Information Systems methodologies to provide new approaches and insights into the relationship between individuals, their stories, and familiar places.

Chapter 1 introduces Métis storytellers Bob Desjarlais and Margaret Harrison, demonstrating how they ground themselves in specific places and families, and how they understand themselves through their stories, kinship, and connections to place. Their stories are foundational to this work and serve as the jumping-off point for elucidating the broader narrative of Métis history in the Qu’Appelle region that follows.

I consider Métis social, economic, and political structures from 1850 to 1870 in Chapter 2, with close attention to gender roles in food production and shifts in seasonal mobility and settlement patterns brought about by the decline of the buffalo herds. Women’s labour in feeding their families and supplying the fur trade anchors this story in women’s kinship networks and brings readers into the Métis’ world through women’s everyday work. Looking closely, and spatially, at women’s activities reveals their centrality in creating and maintaining stability within their families and communities.

Chapter 3 firmly establishes agency and resilience as central to Métis values and reveals how women’s strength and stability made political action possible. The narrative moves forward in time and closely examines the shift towards year-round occupation in the Valley region as a period of economic adjustment, political action, and relocation within recognizable and familiar territory. I have chosen to use the term “Halfbreed” in this chapter because this is how these families regularly referred to themselves and how some continue to do so today. Continued use of the term should be understood as an act of resistance by the Métis—an act of claiming and re-claiming, challenging the legacy of racism, removal, and erasure that they survived. I explore ideas of conflicting land tenure and how the Métis asserted their political autonomy, independence, and land rights within Canada’s developing national framework. These ideas continue in Chapter 4, by considering the extent to which Métis were becoming agriculturalists from the 1880s onward and examining continued efforts to assert Métis sovereignty and secure title to the land they occupied. Chapter 4 also observes the Métis’ determination in resisting increased government intervention into their lives through the Dominion Lands Act, Dominion Land Survey, Homestead Policy, and the scrip system that served to limit Métis land ownership and dispossess them well into the twentieth century. A close examination of Qu’Appelle Métis experiences with the scrip system and efforts to secure land title is the focus of Chapter 5. This chapter acts as a turning point in the narrative, after which Qu’Appelle Métis experienced widespread displacement from their lands.

Chapter 6 explores the movement of Métis to the surveyed and unoccupied Crown land that surrounded the Qu’Appelle Lakes, arguing that this relocation to “the road allowance” was not a passive acceptance of defeat and a retreat to the periphery, but a reassertion of Métis agency and affirmation of their deep connections to the Valley environment. Métis families consciously tried to remain within familiar territory and live within recognizable community structures that privileged kinship relationships and responsibilities. When engaging in the settler economy, they did so in ways that reinforced and reproduced identity and cultural knowledge. A close review of economic activity reveals that Métis families, when possible, continued working as economic units, and women laboured in creating, sewing, and selling handmade items, gathering and selling Seneca roots and berries, and working as domestics to bring much-needed income into the family.

Métis women’s everyday work and the social and cultural context of food production, gathering, preparation, and sharing are the heart of Chapter 7. Reaffirming women’s central and continued role in Métis families and communities, this chapter assesses consistency and change in family structure and gender roles into the twentieth century, paying attention to food harvesting and production.

Chapter 8 examines Métis agency in interactions with state agents, such as conservation and fisheries officers. It reveals that as Métis faced increased surveillance and regulation of their livelihoods, they responded by adjusting their harvesting practices and finding ways to challenge and skirt government interference to maintain their subsistence practices. Métis activism followed familiar political strategies and for the first time, publicly included women. Women’s inclusion recognizes their agency, their growing public role in their families and communities, to show that they too were often courageous challenging increased state intrusion into their lives.

Métis experiences in accessing municipal and provincial relief from 1930 to 1940, the subsequent rehabilitative efforts of Saskatchewan’s CCF government under the leadership of Tommy Douglas, and government efforts to remove Métis from the road allowances are the focus of the last chapter. It reveals how these interventions brought Métis lives under direct government surveillance and firmly into public view, increasing the racism that they already faced from their settler neighbours and for many, ultimately severed Métis connections to the land and broke apart extended family settlements, leading to the dissolution of the road allowance settlement in the Qu’Appelle Valley.

Métis throughout Canada have consistently demonstrated agency and resiliency in their actions and have always operated within a particular worldview that privileges kinship relationships, deep connection to the land, and the strength and significance of women. How these families moved, spatially organized themselves, and utilized the resources of the Qu’Appelle Valley was fundamental to how they understood themselves in this space. Each time these families moved within the Valley region, they strategically adapted to changing economic, social, and political situations in ways that reinforced the reproduction of Métis identity and cultural knowledge. These families were not passive in their adaptation, rather they recognized and responded in individual, collective, and familiar ways to settler colonialism, government surveillance, and regulation over their lands and livelihoods. This activism was made possible by Métis women’s labour, particularly their food-based labour, and the cultural grounding they provided within their families and communities.


[image: A close-up map of Saskatchewan with a bottom-left corner inset. In the inset a black box marks the map’s location within Canada. Road Allowance Communities are marked with circles and contemporary cities are marked with pentagons, and a compass and scale indicate direction and distance.]


Figure 1. Road Allowance Communities in central and southern Saskatchewan to 1950 (select). Map courtesy of Cheryl Troupe and Matthew Kunkel.








Chapter 1 “Down There in the Valley”: Introducing Bob and Margaret

stories are place-based. They connect people to the places that are important to them. Stories define people’s relationships to the land and explain their presence on it. Métis filmmaker and oral historian Christine Welsh argues that oral history and stories are “deeply rooted in the land; [they] provide a continuity that helps to nurture and sustain the people and their way of life. In it, we find the expression of their culture, values and worldview.”1 Similarly, anthropologist Keith Basso maintains that we can learn much about a people by how they speak about their familiar places.2 In his work on the Western Apache, he asserts that “whenever community members speak about their landscape—whenever they name it and tell stories about it, they represent it in ways that are compatible with shared understandings of how they know themselves to occupy it.”3

Stories give Indigenous peoples a sense of identity and belonging and situate them within their lineage, establishing their relationship with the rest of the natural world.4 Place is central to how people share their stories and understand themselves, their history, and their experiences within specific places. For those who grew up in the road allowance settlements along the four Qu’Appelle Lakes, their stories are permeated by themes of family, community, and the Valley landscape. Many stories regularly begin with the simple phrase, “down there in the Valley,” as if locating both the storyteller and the listener in that space before the story begins.


[image: A hand-drawn map depicting where families lived at the east end of Katepwa Lake moving east down the Valley. Residences are marked with x’s and cursive handwriting and arrows indicate directions.]


Figure 2. Bob Desjarlais’s Map. Courtesy of Cheryl Troupe.



My work on this book began with the stories of two Michif Li Vyeu from the Qu’Appelle Valley—Bob Desjarlais and Margaret Harrison.5 During our time together, each gifted me a map of the Qu’Appelle Valley through which they shared their stories. Bob’s map is a hand-drawn representation of the road allowance settlement at the east end of Katepwa Lake where he grew up. In red, blue, and black ink, he marked the location of relatives’ homes as he remembered them. An accomplished textile artist, Margaret gifted me a hooked rag rug in 2014.6 She practises Métis-style floral embroidery and is one of a few remaining Métis women who continue to make hooked rag rugs. Her mother, grandmother, and aunties were well-recognized artists in the Qu’Appelle Valley for their sewing work and hooked rugs, and they passed this expertise on to her. The rug is not in the typical Métis floral design but a pictorial of the Valley landscape and her home along the shore of Katepwa Lake. These maps are mnemonic devices for sharing Bob and Margaret’s stories, helping anchor their stories to the landscape. Importantly, these place-based representations provide insights into resistance, resilience, agency, and kinship in Qu’Appelle Métis communities. My relationships with Bob and Margaret and the stories and maps they have shared are the foundation for the Qu’Appelle Valley history that follows.

I first met Bob Desjarlais in the early 2000s when I was working with the Gabriel Dumont Institute in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. A colleague, Calvin Racette, suggested that I meet with his uncle Bob for a research project I was working on. A member of the extended Desjarlais and Racette family, Bob was a well-recognized storyteller amongst the Qu’Appelle Valley community and holder of cultural and community knowledge. He introduced me to the Qu’Appelle Valley. Bob’s trust in Calvin facilitated our first visit to Bob’s home and set the foundation for our relationship. Over the next three years, I spent time getting to know him, listening to stories of his family and community, and visiting places important to him, all the while asking questions, listening, and laughing. He passed away in 2004.


[image:  A close-up of an older man with short hair. He holds his hand up to his chin and his eyes look downward.]


Figure 3. Bob Desjarlais. Image courtesy of Gabriel Dumont Institute Archives.




[image: A smiling older woman with short wavy hair and glasses sits at a table. She holds a rug on a table in front of her and wears a long-sleeved shirt.]


Figure 4. Margaret Pelletier Harrison. Photograph courtesy of Margaret Harrison.




[image: A hooked rug depicting a house along the lakeshore with a clothesline next to it. A large tree stands in the centre with gardens on both sides. In the background are more trees on valley hills. The border has flowers and crosses in the corners.]


Figure 5. Margaret Pelletier Harrison’s Rug. Photograph courtesy of Cheryl Troupe.



Bob always graciously shared his stories, and we developed a strong friendship. Often, as I listened to his soft voice, he would speak to me with an expression of Michif kinship, saying, “you know my girl, someone should write these stories down.” Expressing the relationship between us and bringing me into his kinship circle, he shared his wish that I record his stories and family and community history. He gave me my assignment and permission to share his stories. I have a responsibility to tell them and care for them.

Bob gave me his map of the Katepwa Lake road allowance settlement in 2002 following a drive we had made through the Valley that summer.7 As he spoke, I jotted down names and what bits of information I could. Bob’s map represents the community as he remembered it growing up in the 1940s and 1950s. Using the map, he told stories of family and community history, kinship relationships, and cultural and land use practices. He also spoke of Métis resistance: not just familiar stories of the 1885 North-West Resistance but of how Métis from the road allowances in the Valley confronted and responded to economic, social, and political changes and the ongoing settler colonial intrusion into their lives.

Around this time, I also met and began working with Margaret Harrison. She also grew up in the Katepwa Lake road allowance community and was a member of the extended Pelletier, Racette, and Cardinal families. She and Bob are closely related: her mother, Adeline, and Bob’s mother, Florence, were sisters. Like Bob, Margaret expressed her desire to share these stories and gave me permission to do so. In 2009, we hosted a traditional food harvesting and preparation workshop in Lebret as part of a diabetes prevention program I was facilitating for the Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region. Margaret opened the day with a prayer and spoke briefly about the efforts of women in her family and community. Dedicating the day to “the women of the Valley,” she named these women and spoke passionately about their contributions to their households and families. Honouring the memory of these women, Margaret read a short piece she had written:


Some of the women who lived in the Métis road allowance community at Katepwa Lake from 1940–1955 included: Rosanna Parisien and her daughters Mary, Lorraine, Bernice, and Cecilia; Cora Pelletier and her daughter Ernestine; Vitaline Pelletier (Cardinal) and her daughters Philomene, Clara Wells, and Josephine; Adeline Pelletier and her daughters Mary and Margaret.

We honour these women and remember their hard work to keep their families healthy. They gathered all kinds of berries: saskatoons, pin cherries, raspberries, strawberries, gooseberries, and chokecherries. They picked rose hips and wild mint for tea and many wild plants for their medicine. Their supplies spread throughout the Valley, so by wagon, buggy, or walking it took a bit of travel for women to do their gathering.

These women worked hard every day. They had to haul water from a well near the lake and then some had to haul it back up the hill to where they lived. Rosanna and Cora hauled water from the lake to wash their clothes if there wasn’t a lot of rainwater caught. Others lived close to the well and lake, but the walk to get simple drinking water was still a daily gathering.

Whether it be the gathering of wood for their stove to cook, can, and preserve their fruit, crushing chokecherries with rocks, drying berries, stewing, or frying to enjoy for the season to come, they were always preparing for a new season.8



When she finished, she handed me the piece of paper she read from and, echoing Bob’s words, shared her wish that I acknowledge these women for their hard work. This book is my attempt to share these stories in a respectful, humble, and meaningful way.

My relationships with Bob and Margaret evolved and are grounded in the practice of visiting, often around kitchen tables over food and pots of tea. Visiting—the practice of talking, conversing, and getting to know one another—should be viewed as a cultural and ethical protocol for Métis research.9 It is a recognizable social practice in Métis communities that helps build, renew, and strengthen relationships. It is through visiting that trusting relationships are built and maintained. Visiting elevates Métis voices, allowing their words, stories, and experiences to be heard. As a research practice, it has the power to unsettle “historical inaccuracies about Indigenous people, such as their being lazy, dependent, uneducated, and worthless, and restores diplomacy by asserting an ethics of care, transparency, and accountability to our kinship relations.”10 The stories Bob, Margaret, and other Qu’Appelle Métis shared about themselves and their families demonstrate resistance and resilience, challenging and dismantling colonial systems that have historically oppressed Métis peoples.

Bob and I spent time visiting in a local coffee shop, driving around Fort Qu’Appelle to run errands, or just driving through the Qu’Appelle Valley sharing stories. Often, friends of his joined us at the coffee shop. Bob and his friends regularly teased me, and I’m sure they told some jokes and funny stories specifically for my benefit. Listening to them share their stories, I gained insight into a wider range of family and community stories and was able to develop personal relationships with other community members who also became my teachers. One of these was Bob’s friend and cousin, George Klyne. George also grew up in the Valley and his recollections often added to and validated Bob’s stories and vice versa.

My relationship with Margaret developed in much the same way. However, we also spent time together attending cultural events, picking berries, and driving through the Valley picking plants and medicines and visiting friends and relatives. I have called on her extensively as a cultural teacher in my personal and professional life. She has been an invaluable resource for me and a large part of my cultural learning. She taught me how to embroider, make hooked rugs, and prepare various traditional Métis foods. Margaret also shared valuable teachings about the significance of women in providing for their families, working hard, persevering and making do, parenting, childrearing, and taking care of their Old People.

These personal and research relationships are a central component of Indigenous research, where research sources can also be cultural teachers, requiring a level of commitment, trust, and respect that is often lifelong.11 These relationships are rooted in getting to know one another and gaining
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