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“Yoo-hoo!” A female called for attention from her place in the doorway.

The body draped over the back of a plush armchair did nothing.

“Yoo-hoo, anyone home?”

A snore sputtered into existence, but that was all.

“Wakey, wakey… "

The body shivered, shook, and then sprang to life. Searching for safety and finding it beside the large bay window that overlooked a vast green lawn.

“I’m not home!”

“Oh, John. Don’t be ridiculous.” Louise tiptoed into the room and then smiled as she spotted the telltale bulge in the curtain. “I know you’re over there.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” John slipped from his hiding place and moved toward the opposite end of the room. “I’m over here.”

“Obviously.”

“Obviously.” He picked up a silver platter on a nearby table and extended it toward his tormentor. “Fancy a crumpet?”

“No thanks.”

Rejected. John returned the crumpet tray to its proper place and returned to his. Namely, slouched in the arms of a crimson armchair. He tilted his aristocratic head back and prepared to return to the familiar land of slumber.

“Don’t do that! I just came here to show you this.”

“A paper?” John didn’t even bother to open his eyes.

“No! Look at what’s on the paper.”

“Aha.” His eyes opened and took in the obvious. “Your hand is on the paper.”

“Well, yes, but read the words written on the paper.”

John grasped the object in question and began to study the text. After a moment, he began to read aloud as if he were auditioning for a part in a Shakespearean tragedy. “Are you looking for new opportunities? Canada has an abundance of rich prairie land available for the man seeking adventure and opportunity!”

“See that, they’re talking about you!”

“Me?” John’s eyes grew wide. “Whatever gave you that idea? "

“You’re a man, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, of a sort, but…”

“See here.” Louise used a slender white finger to point to the line in question. “The wonderful Canadian climate will ensure a bountiful harvest for an ambitious…”

“That’s enough.” John waved the pest buzzing around him away. “This poster applies to the ambitious.  I can assure you that I am not at all ambitious…”

“Really?” Louise laughed. “You could’ve fooled me.”

“I am the son of the Earl of Gloucester. I have no need to be ambitious.” John reached for the platter of treats on the table beside him. “You sure you won’t have a crumpet?”

“No, thank you. I think you should take a serious look at this paper.”

“How many times must I remind you that I am the master and you are the servant?”

“Not for much longer, I’m afraid.”

Crumbs sprinkled like snowflakes toward the carpet as John munched on his treat. “I must say, these crumpets are fine, you really should try one.”

“You!” Louise swept the silver tray of crumpets, clattering to the floor. “You and your blasted crumpets! You have more serious things to worry about!”

“I beg your pardon!” An expression of horror filled John’s boyish face. “What could be more serious than ruining a tray of perfectly good crumpets?”

“I’ll put it this way. Your father sent me over here to tell you this: if John doesn’t board that ship by two o’clock, I’ll have him put on board by force!”

This penetrated the fog in John’s brain. “He wouldn’t dare!”

“He would! Your affair with Lady Jane was the last straw.”

“He found out about that?” There was a pause as he processed the gravity of the situation. “My goodness. How could this day get any worse?”

“I’m coming with you.”

“You!” John stood and examined the young French woman before him. “Why on earth would you want to go to a horrible place like Canada?”

“I don’t! Your Father ordered me to accompany you…as a parting gift.” Louise paused. “His words. Not mine.”

“As an extra measure of punishment would be more like it.”

“Anyway, you saw that poster, Canada is the land of opportunity, and I want my share.”

John sighed. “Feel free to take your opportunity and mine, too, while you’re at it.”

“What else do you plan to do? You know your father won’t let either of us stay in England. He’s made up his mind.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Then, let’s get going. It’s almost two o’clock. The ship awaits.”

“Ah ah,” John scolded as he recovered a bit of his old arrogance. “Remember, I am the master, and you are the servant. Understand?”

Louise nodded obediently out of years of practice.

“Good. Now, let’s get going.” On that note, John led the way out of the home where he had lived all his life. Perhaps this was for the best; at least in the colonies, he wouldn’t have his father constantly blathering on about the need to live a responsible life.

There was only so much of that sort of talk that a man could take.

As he made his way to a waiting carriage, Louise struggled along behind him, weighed down by the weight of his luggage.

“Hurry up!” These words were the only help that John offered her. After all, he hadn’t invited her on this trip. She had earned it through her own insolence.

His father didn’t appreciate servants who spoke back to him. That was one thing that he and his father could agree on.

Perhaps once they reached Canada, he could find a man desperate enough to marry Louise, and he’d truly be free. John smiled as he relished the thought.
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Six months later




“Welcome to Rupert’s Land!”

“It’s snowing!” John shivered as white flakes swirled around the cart they were traveling in.

“Yes. Isn’t it wonderful?” Louise smiled as if she had arrived in paradise.

“Indeed.” John scanned his surroundings as if searching for inspiration. “What’s the fastest way back to England?”

“You don’t want to leave before you’ve given this place a chance, do you?”

“Actually, I do.” John’s lips pursed into a pout. “There’s nothing to do out here but freeze to death.”

“You could try running a trap line.” Their driver, a distinguished-looking gentleman with a handlebar mustache, said as he prodded the horses, pulling them forward.

“A trap line?”

“Yes, the woods are full of wildlife, and the Hudson Bay Company pays well for furs.”

John rolled his eyes. “Fascinating.”

“And don’t forget all the farmland available to an ambitious farmer like yourself!” Louise contributed.

“Farming? Bah! I am the son of the Earl of Gloucester. I should be back home in England doing my duty.”

Louise laughed. “As I recall, your duties back home consisted of eating crumpets and chasing women.”

“Indeed.” John paused for a moment. Meditating on the evergreen trees lining the path that they traveled. “I shudder to think of what will happen to England now that I am not there.”

“I have a feeling that England will survive, somehow.” Louise turned her attention to the driver. “Are we almost there?”

“Yes, of course. The trading post is right ahead. We should reach it sometime tomorrow.”

John shuddered. “There’s nothing up ahead but trees and…who knows just what horrible creatures are lurking in them.”

Louise sighed. “That’s because you’re looking at it in the wrong way. You should think of it as a forest of untapped potential.”

“Really?” The driver let out a belly laugh.“Rupert’s Land could use more couples like you. We need some humor in a place like this.”

Louise blushed. “Thank you.”

“Bah! I’ll have you know that we are not a couple in any way, shape, or form.” The cart hit a particularly large snowdrift, tilting it sideways. For a moment, the force of gravity pressed John against Louise’s warm body. “I am the master, and this is my servant.”

“Still on that, are we?” Louise snapped.

“Yes, as I matter of fact, I am.” John straightened as the cart moved toward a more level portion of the trail. “Servants must learn their proper place…”

“I think it’d be more useful if we learned how to use the tools we purchased.”

“Tools? What help will they be? We’ve never done any building before!”

“That means it’s a good time to start learning.” Louise pawed through the bags of supplies that they had purchased. Finding what she was looking for, she grabbed it, and then pushed an unfamiliar object into John’s hands. “Here!”

John grasped an unfamiliar object. " What on earth is this?”

“A hammer.” The driver smiled. “Any idiot knows that.”

“I’ll have you know that I am not just any idiot…”

“I’ve known that for a long time.” Louise heaved another item onto John’s lap. “Here. Take this, too. You’ll need it.”

“What is this horrible contraption?”

“An ax.” The driver laughed again. An annoyingly full laugh. “You weren’t planning to pull all those trees down with your bare hands…were you?”

“I don’t need to put up with this.” John looked disgusted. “I’ll have you know that I have been educated by the finest teachers in England.”

“My goodness,” Louise smirked. “All that education and you still need to be taught a lesson.”

“Don’t start that again.”

“Tell you what, after we’re done building our cabin, we’ll go over to the Hudson Bay Company Trading Post and see if they have a job for you.” Louise smiled as her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Work?” John seemed puzzled by this word. “Hmm. I’ve often heard of it, but I’ve never actually seen anybody doing it before.”

“I can believe that.” Louise crinkled her button nose as she rolled this thought over in her mind. “You’d make a perfect manager.”

“A manager?”John’s eyes flashed with interest. “I say…that sounds like something that I might be interested in.”

Louise leaned into John’s warm body as the cart slumped into a hole. “And I’m sure you’d make an even better husband, wouldn’t you?”

“Husband! I told you before, I would never marry someone beneath my station.”

“We’ll soon see about that, won’t we?” Louise smiled into the eyes of her man.

“This is highly irregular!” John pushed his servant away from him. “You should be thinking about other things. Such as, what are you planning to do out here in this horrible wilderness?”

“I plan to enjoy myself immensely, dear.”

The cart veered sharply as the driver slapped the backs of the reluctant horses.

John felt his face grow warm and red. “I thought I told you never to call me that again.”

“Yes, dear.”

This heartwarming conversation continued as the chaos of a Canadian blizzard swirled around them. All the while, the cart they rode slowly made its way around a fallen tree and toward the faint markings in the snow that passed as a trail.
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Think for a moment, and let your imagination flow. Journey back to the earliest days of this territory, a time when the land was full of life. A time when the rivers ran with fish, when forests were filled with animals, and herds of untamed bison roamed the open prairie.

The native tribes who lived in this area during those days didn’t see any need to put a title on the land that they all shared, so this territory remained nameless. 

For many years, life carried on much as it always had for the tribes. However, one day in 1610, a trio of ships, led by Henry Hudson, sailed into what is now known as Hudson’s Bay. 

Over the next few years, many other ships would follow.

The native tribes believed that the land was given by the Creator for the free use of all the peoples, and so they welcomed all these strange new visitors. However, it wasn’t long before these visitors claimed the land for themselves. 

Thomas Button, who spent the bitter winter of 1612-1613 at the mouth of Nelson River, named this territory New Wales. However, this name didn’t last very long. Soon, King Charles granted this territory to the Hudson Bay Company and renamed it Rupert’s Land in honor of his cousin, Rupert.

As the indigenous tribes watched their hunting grounds being hunted to depletion, they couldn’t help but protest. However, their protests fell on deaf ears. In fact, more white settlers came than ever before. The fact that eastern Canada was running out of farmland meant that the newly formed nation of Canada became very interested in purchasing Rupert’s Land for itself. 

Worried about losing their traditional lands to Canada, the Metis people, led by Louis Riel, began to protest. Enraged at the behavior of Louis Riel, the European Protestants led by John Schultz of Portage la Prairie marched toward Winnipeg and prepared for battle. 

Alarmed at these developments, the Government of Canada sent Donald Smith, a long-time employee of the Hudson Bay Company, to speak to the citizens who had gathered at Fort Garry.

***

Donald Smith took a breath and then stepped out onto the balcony platform. He was a well-dressed man with a full beard that only added to his distinguished bearing. A crowd of about 1,000 people stood spread out beneath him, all of them dressed for protection against the frigid January air.

Breath puffed from between his lips as he began to speak.

“The Government of the United States has recently offered the Hudson Bay Company 10,000,000 in exchange for this territory of Rupert’s Land.” Donald paused for a moment as a section of the audience voiced their disapproval.

“However, the British Government has intervened and decreed that the Hudson Bay Company be paid 300,000 pounds for transferring Rupert’s Land to Canada.” The ire that this statement raised was even greater than the one before it. Donald shifted. Fully aware of the violence that would erupt if his speech failed.

“Not everyone appreciates Canada. I understand that. Louis Riel has made his concerns very clear.” At that, a wave of anger seemed to sweep through the mob. One section of the crowd clearly hated the other, and by the sound of it, they were about to express their hatred with violence.

Donald raised his voice in an attempt to assert his authority over the mob.

“Friends, I must ask you to restrain yourselves! I grant that we live in trying times; however, we must always consider the greater good! Why would any of you wish to bring war upon yourselves?”

“What do you know? Get back to Ottawa where you belong!” This feedback wasn’t encouraging. Still, it seemed to Donald that he had caught the attention of at least some of the people, so he pressed his advantage.

His voice rang out as clear as a church bell despite the icy breeze that tickled his face.

“Metis and Protestant! Cree and Catholic! I urge all of you to come together! Choose three men that you can trust! Share your common concerns with them! Then send these men to Ottawa to negotiate with Prime Minister John A MacDonald on your behalf. I can assure you today that the new nation of Canada will listen to you and your concerns. What say you, friends? Will you do this?”

The audience pondered these questions for a moment.

“What do you want us to do?” A voice shouted from somewhere in the back. It was only one voice, but it was the sign that Donald had been waiting for. He began to outline a path forward. Speaking quickly in an attempt to short-circuit any violence before it began.

*** Sometime later.***

“What’s wrong, dear?”

“Were you not listening? We are about to have war.”

“Ah. That’s where you’re wrong. We were about to have a war. Then Donald Smith spoke up and settled everybody down. Pay attention!” John, a large, friendly-looking man, flashed the teasing smile she loved so much.

“Merci.” Louise, a dainty-looking girl with European features, blushed as his stare met hers. “How can you joke around at a time like this? Look around.” She gestured to the crowd milling around the trading post where they found themselves. “Do any of those people look friendly to you?”

“You’re right. They are a pretty rough-looking bunch.” John winked. “No worries, though, our wedding will cheer them up.”

“If we have a wedding.“A shiver pulsed through her slender form. “Father said he will never let me marry an Englishman.”

“Your father!? Ha. I’ve seen the way your father treats you. He should be worrying about himself.”

“Father was not always like that.” A wave of emotion seemed about to break through her pretty face. She paused, recovered, and then continued. “Once he was sweet, the sweetest man one could ever meet, but then Mother died. I suppose he had no one else, so he decided to follow us to the colonies.”

“Tell you what. I’ll go over and have a word with him. I may only be an Englishman, but I can assure you that I am an Englishman with honorable intentions.” John strode off, the picture of a man on a mission.

“John, no…this will go better if I go.”

“Alone?” John turned back to face his beloved. “Are you sure?”

“Trust me. I have to do this myself. You stay here, wait for the delegation. I’ll go fetch Father.”

“But…but…” The back of Louise’s faded blue dress greeted his reply. “Women.” John sighed as the love of his life faded from view.

“You can’t live with ‘em.”

“And you can’t live without them.” John searched for the source of the familiar voice. His eyes rested on a well-bearded man holding up a buffalo robe to the sun as if to study it. “What the blazes are you doing with my coat?”

“I was just admiring it. It’s a lovely piece of Aboriginal craftsmanship.” Donald dropped the coat into John’s outstretched hand. “What do all these colors mean?”

“The colors?” John ran a finger along the lines of the colorful design. Remembering the explanation he had been given. “They show that even though we’re all different stripes and colors, we can still live together in peace.”

“Ah, yes. A fine sentiment indeed. The tribes must hold you in high esteem to give you a gift like that.”

“Oh. I don’t know that I did anything special.” John slid into the colorful coat with practiced ease. “I just treated them the way I want to be treated.”

The sound of bickering in the distance called for attention.

“If everyone shared your opinion, we wouldn’t be on the brink of war right now. Donald Smith surveyed the grounds of the fort where they found themselves. “Speaking of which, have you heard any further word of the delegation that went to Ottawa?”

The sound of arguing grew in volume.

“No. Last I heard, Louis Riel still won’t let Lieutenant-Governor Archibald Adams cross the border into this territory.” John smiled as his beautiful bride-to-be came into view. “But enough talk of war, there’s a wedding at hand!”

“Of course, and I’m sure the Church is just waiting for your presence to grace it.”

“It sure is. Donald Smith, may I present my lovely bride, Louise deCapulet.”

“Hello,” Donald said as he tipped his top hat in greeting. “Louise? Isn’t this the French woman you had sweeping out the company store?”

“Yes. I suppose you could say that she swept me off my feet.”

“Merci!” Louise swatted her man. “I tripped you with my broom.”

“She sure did.” A sly smile filled John’s face. “That’s when I fell in love.”

“Oh, you!”

“I didn’t realize it would be so painful,” John continued.

“Joke around all you want,” Marvin snorted. “I know all about boys like you. You have no money and you want to marry my daughter so that you can get at mine!”

“Father!” Louise’s tone had suddenly grown serious. “This is the MAN who has agreed to pay off your debt to the Hudson Bay Company.”

There was an awkward pause, broken only by the squeal of a red river cart as it lumbered its way past.

“Tell you what.” Donald Smith placed one hand on each of the shoulders of the two adversaries. “Why don’t we take a moment to introduce ourselves?”

“John Montague.” John held out his hand in greeting. “Manager of the Hudson Bay Company store.”

“An Englishman! Bah.” Marvin spewed a blob of spittle onto the hand he had been offered. “As far as I’m concerned, Louis Riel had the right idea with that troublemaker Thomas Scott!”

“Thomas Scott may have been a troublemaker, but he didn’t deserve to be executed!” John fired back as he rubbed the slime onto his pants.

“Gentlemen, please!” Donald pleaded as he stepped between the two enraged men. “The French and the English have called a truce!”

“Humph.” Marvin turned his attention to his daughter. “If I had known that this was the price for freedom from my debts, I wouldn’t have granted you permission to marry.”

Sounds of commotion grew steadily from the direction of the gate. However, it was ignored in favor of the conflict at hand.

“Why not?” Louise shoved an accusing finger against her father’s slender chest. “You always said that I should find a rich young man and…”

“A rich Frenchman!” Marvin spat on the ground. “Not an Englishman!”

“Look on the bright side, at least I’m not German.” John retorted.

“Gentlemen. Gentlemen.” Donald sighed. “If someone is made in the image of the Lord, who are we to say that they aren’t good enough?”

“More wild ideas from the Church of England, no doubt.” Marvin grabbed the arm of his daughter and began dragging her away. “Come with me, Louise! I don’t care what this man has done for us; I won’t have you marrying an Englishman.”

“Father, stop it! You’re hurting me!”

John and Donald broke into a sprint as they pursued the enraged Frenchman.

“Hold it! Why don’t we all take a moment and…” Donald puffed out as he strode after the enraged party.

“And what? I’ve made up my mind!” Marvin snarled as he continued hauling his struggling daughter toward the gate of the fort.

“Listen, you can’t just go running off with my wife!”

“This woman is not your wife and she never will be!” Marvin gasped out as he was pulled to a halt by Louise’s violent struggle.

“Father. I am not going with you!” Louise pulled herself free from Marvin’s iron grip and began to run toward John.

“What?” Rage filled Marvin’s face as he pursued his prodigal daughter. “What did you just say to me?”

“The delegation is back!” Someone shouted from the crowd milling around at the gate.

“Look over there!” Donald pointed toward a group of men mounting a makeshift wooden stage. “The delegation is getting ready to speak!”

“We’ll settle all this later,” Marvin growled. “We’d better see what trouble those fools from Canada have planned for us.”

With that, the family feud melted into the crowd gathering around the bearers of news.

“Friends, you have seen for yourselves the events that have brought us to this point in history. The question remains, what shall we do about the crises that we face today?” The first man, obviously the leader, began to speak. He shouted to make his voice heard above the babble of the crowd.

“Why don’t you tell us?” Marvin bellowed back.

“Louis Riel has suggested, and we’ve all agreed, that we as a province must have control of our education.”

A cheer burst from the crowd.

“Bishop Tache of Winnipeg suggested, and we all agreed, that we as a province must have equal treatment for all people, both English Protestant and French Catholic!”

Another cheer burst forth from the mob.

“We have all demanded that the Metis, in fact, all original settlers, must be guaranteed titles to the lands they are living on!” At this, the crowd let out the biggest whoop of approval of the day.

“Stop your stalling! What did those politicians out east have to say to all that?” Marvin bellowed.

“I’ll have you know that we had the privilege to negotiate with the Prime Minister of Canada himself, John A MacDonald. Ahem. As well as his aide, George Cartier.”

“Out with it! What did they tell you?”

“Well.” The delegation leader stopped to wipe a smudge of dirt from his bearded face. “Today, I am pleased to announce that all the conditions we named have been granted! As of May 12, 1870, the Manitoba Act was passed in the Canadian Parliament, and soon, Red River shall enter into confederation with the Dominion of Canada! As Louis Riel demanded, this territory of Red River shall henceforth be known as the Province of Manitoba!”

A wave of excited cheers and applause filled the air. Determined to rebel against the whims of the crowd, Marvin let out a pig-like snort of contempt.

“I don’t know what the big deal is. All Canada wants from us is our money.”

“Listen.” John pulled a wad of paper from the pocket of his coat. “If you keep the peace at the wedding, there’s five pounds in it for you.”

“Hmm. Five pounds, you say?”

“Five pounds.” John broke a few bills from his wad and then handed them over. “Here. Count it.”

“What can I say?” The look of a weasel had overcome Marvin’s gaunt, hairy features. He licked his lips as he fingered the money in his hands. “The paperwork seems to be in order.”

“Good.”Donald looked like a grandfather as he smiled with his approval. “Now, why don’t you two head over to the Church and get this settled?”

“See Louise.” John caught the eye of his beloved. “It all worked out. Before you know it, you’ll have that daughter you always wanted.”

“Oh, you.” Louise blushed. “Before you know it, you’ll be working your very own homestead.”

“Yep, we’ll be one big happy family, won’t we?” John slipped his hand into the grip of his bride-to-be.

“Humph. That’s what you think!” Marvin snorted as he trotted along behind the happy couple.
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