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Dedication

For all those who have dedicated their lives to the Métis Nation




Epigraph

The North-West is also my mother, it is my mother country . . .

and I am sure that my mother country will not kill me . . .

because a mother is always a mother . . .

Of all the things on earth, the motherland is the most important

and sacred to us because we inherited it from our ancestors.

—LOUIS RIEL
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Introduction

THE PEOPLE

This is a history of one of the Indigenous peoples of the Canadian North-West, the Métis Nation. Canadians are generally familiar with one of the Métis Nation’s great leaders, Louis Riel. Most know Riel was hanged for treason; very few can articulate what Riel did that was so wrong. For some, references to the Métis raise foggy recollections from school history lessons about the voyageurs, the fur trade and the buffalo hunters. But how that history ties together with the Métis is a mystery for most. Who are the Métis anyway? Aren’t they just people who have some Indian ancestry? What makes them a nation? Are they still around? The answers to all of these questions are in this book.

This narrative begins in the 1790s and follows the Métis Nation’s history right up to 2018. For over two hundred years, the Métis Nation has insisted on its existence as an Indigenous people and a nation. Throughout those two centuries, the Métis Nation has fought—on the battlefield, in the courts and at the negotiation table—for recognition, protection of their lands and resources, and for their very existence. Their long battle is also central to the development of Canada, particularly in the North-West.

Despite this, confusion remains about who they are. While Louis Riel has retained a prominent place in the Canadian imagination, the low historical profile of his people remains an intriguing quirk of Canadian history. In some ways this is because the people in this history walked lightly on the land, at least in terms of their physical effect on the geography. Lii vyeu, their “old ones,” left little physical evidence behind other than beautiful fabrics decorated with thread, quills and beads—until recently, nothing the curators of the world’s museums would call “art.”1 They left monuments dedicated to their heroes, and some of their cart tracks are still visible in a few places. But with few exceptions the physical structures the old ones built have returned to the earth. Until the twentieth century theirs was an oral culture, so most of what remains are songs, dances and stories.

The Métis lived lives of constant movement, and their songs and stories reflect that mobility. Their songs are celebrations, satiric comments or laments. Their stories contain little reflection or contemplation. Most of the stories the Métis tell and retell are the stories of their own history. Today they delight in placing their direct ancestors into the old stories. They introduce themselves proudly as descendants of their famous heroes—as a Dumont, Lépine, Grant or Riel. Referencing their ancestors places them instantly in the Métis Nation’s historiography. This is how the Métis Nation defines its citizens. Their stories and their motherland form the demarcation line between those who are of the Métis Nation and those who are not. Only the descendants of those who lived those stories within the geographic boundaries of their motherland are part of the historic Métis Nation.

THE PLACE

The North-West is the birthplace and motherland of the Métis Nation. The historic North-West was more of a perspective than a geographic place with fixed boundaries. The name provokes one to ask, North of what? West of where? The North-West was always the land north and west of Montreal. As the centuries passed the North-West shifted and shrank, always farther north and farther west. By the time the first generation of the Métis Nation was being born in the 1790s, the North-West began at the height of land west of Lake Superior.

In the 1790s the North-West was an endless stretch of land with delicious food, clean water and rich resources. The lakes and rivers were the highways. The furbearers in the forests and the great herds of buffalo on the Plains were gifts from the land. The parklands and boreal forest provided shelter, water, wood, fish and meat. The old ones thought of the North-West as a mother who protected them and provided for them. They called the North-West their motherland. She was a thousand miles of plenty and in her hands she held the “storehouses of the good God.”2

THE SOURCES

In the traditional way of the Métis, I place myself into the Métis Nation’s historiography and introduce myself. I come from three Métis Nation families. I am a Riel, a Poitras and a Grant. I am a great-grandniece of Louis Riel. My paternal grandmother was Sara Riel. Sara’s father, my great-grandfather, was Joseph Riel, Louis Riel’s younger brother. Sara’s mother, my great-grandmother, was Eleanor Poitras, the granddaughter of Cuthbert Grant’s sister Marguerite. I was born in Red River, as were several generations of my family. Every generation of my family has played a role in the stories and history of the Métis Nation. As one of the Métis Nation’s legal warriors and in writing this story, I too am playing my part in the ongoing history of the Métis Nation.

Some of what I have written in these pages comes from my family stories. I was raised to be proud of being a Riel—very proud—and that was at a time when most Canadians viewed the Métis as dirty drunks and Riel as a treasonous madman. Some of what I know also comes from family papers. While many of those papers are now in the public archives, some remain within the family and the stories they tell are incorporated into this book.

I write this history also as one of the Métis Nation’s lawyers. Over the past twenty-five years, I, along with other Métis legal warriors, have been putting the history of Canada on trial.3 As a defence lawyer in many Métis rights cases, I have litigated the history of the Métis Nation and in so doing have challenged the accepted history of the settlement of this country. Most of those Métis rights trials were a contest over access to the lands and resources of the Canadian North-West. Some of what I have learned of the history of the Métis Nation is informed by my experiences in the courts litigating that history. In the course of preparing for many trials, I have read hundreds of thousands of primary source documents and dozens of expert historical and anthropological reports. I have also conducted over two hundred interviews with Métis Nation citizens.

One challenge that has become apparent through my litigation experience and in writing this history is that some of this ground has been covered by historians who wrote largely in reliance on primary source documents produced by priests, fur traders, explorers, tourists and the British and Canadian governments. Though many of those documents were written at the time of the event or shortly thereafter, they must be read cautiously, because they rarely tell the Métis side of the story. The existing records that produced those histories, and the histories themselves, are anything but neutral and unbiased.

One priest called the Métis the “one-and-a-half men . . . half Indian, half white and half devil.”4 Historian Alexander Begg described the Métis as “wild and improvident in their nature . . . often the tools of their superiors.”5 Anthropologist Marcel Giraud claimed the Métis could be characterized by their “propensity for introversion . . . lack of conviction . . . and absence of a clearly defined morality.”6 Another historian, George Stanley, starts his history (still considered a standard text) by describing the Métis as “indolent, thoughtless and improvident, unrestrained in their desires, restless, clannish and vain”;7 and then there is Thomas Flanagan, the political scientist who regretted what he sees as the error of including the Métis as one of the “aboriginal peoples of Canada” in the Constitution Act, 1982, and found their justice to be “morally repugnant.”8 The fact that these versions of history have until very recently been accepted uncritically as the history tells us much about the writers and Canada but little about the Métis Nation.

Having now drawn attention to these other histories, I lay out my own perspectives. I have tried to present this history from the perspective of the Métis Nation. I have tried to place myself in the footsteps of the old ones and to walk with them as I tell their stories. In each situation I asked myself: What did the Métis know at the time? What did they want? What were they thinking? Why did they act as they did? Knowing what they thought and understood, how does this all fit together? What does it tell us about them? It is my contention that the evidence contradicts the message in the standard histories that the Métis were not a nation, were thoughtless, without morals and lacking in conviction, and were never agents in their own cause. I believe, and it is my hope that this book proves, there is a better way to understand the history of the Métis Nation, one that is well supported by the evidence in the historical record. The stories in this book are meant to add a Métis perspective to the Canadian historical knowledge about the Métis Nation. It is my hope that any errors and any differences of perspective in these stories will initiate a dialogue that will enrich the history of this country. Many fine people contributed to the facts and the perspective in this book, but they are responsible for none of the errors. That responsibility is all mine.

This book contains the best-known stories of the Métis Nation as well as some forgotten ones. There are thousands of stories that, for lack of space, I have had to leave out. In telling these stories I have tried to use Métis words where they are available. I have also tried to include the stories of Métis women wherever I could find them. It has been a somewhat daunting task. Until the 1850s the words of the Métis were rarely recorded, and women’s stories are mostly lost. I have used whatever I could find.

Writing this history has also raised some family ghosts. I am writing this history and these stories one hundred years after my grandfather Camille Teillet worked on the first history of the Métis Nation published by the Métis, Histoire de la Nation Métisse dans l’Ouest Canadien.9 This book and the book my grandfather helped to publish both begin in the Riel House parlour in 1909. That house is now a Canadian national historic site. It is named Riel House, which suggests to the average person that it was Louis Riel’s house. But Louis never lived there. It was my great-grandfather Joseph’s house. Like the histories I mentioned earlier, names that are other-ascribed must also be approached with caution.

Both books begin in Riel House in 1909 because it was a turning point; the day the Métis Nation decided to write its own history. Why was this so important to them? Because the old ones had been silenced after their defeat in the North-West Resistance. Their brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers had given their lives for dreams and ideas that were not politically possible in their time. But the Métis men who met in my great-grandfather’s parlour in 1909 took the long view. They vowed to keep those ideas and dreams alive. They were working toward the day when their dreams for the Métis Nation would become politically inevitable. For that to happen, they knew that their history had to be written down. They knew the future of the Métis Nation would stand on its past. They wrote that history for the generations to come.

So by way of commemoration of that turning point, in the spring of 2017, my family gathered in that parlour once again. On that May afternoon, as I read a bit from an early draft of this book to the assembled Riel descendants, I could feel our ancestors hovering, I like to think, with approval. And I think I’m right about that. I think they would approve of us because we still care about the things they fought and died for.

This book is the story of the Métis Nation. It is not the story of the many mixed-race individuals in the North-West who chose to join or identify as members of the tribes or those who did not identify as members of the Métis Nation. It is not the story of those individuals who lost their Indian Act status. It is not the story of any mixed-race individuals or Métis groups who live in other parts of Canada. This book is the story of a people who, for two hundred years, have been animated by the idea that they are a Métis collective, an Indigenous people called the Métis Nation. It is the story of when the Métis Nation acted as a collective in its own interests.

The story is set out in five movements, each defined by resistance against historical adversaries who changed over the centuries but can be identified as the Selkirk Settlers, the Hudson’s Bay Company, the Canadian Party, the Orange Lodge and the Canadian state. A new adversary has recently appeared on the horizon: race-shifters, individuals in eastern Canada asserting a new identity as “Métis.” Some are claiming the Métis Nation extends to Quebec and the Maritimes and are appropriating Métis Nation symbols.10 These individuals assert that a single drop of Indigenous ancestry, sometimes originating three hundred years in the past, is enough to recast themselves as a Métis culture. This is a new challenge for the Métis Nation and it has already had to defend itself in court from these new groups.11 It is a battle that will play out in the future. But the race-shifters can be identified as another adversary that will force the Métis Nation to defend its existence and to resist with collective action.

As it travelled on its long resistance road, the Métis Nation carved out a unique identity as an intensely political creature. The Métis of the North-West have always called themselves a nation. Their stories are of great battles for rights, their life of freedom, their dispossession and diaspora, their heroes and villains, and always their resistance to any who would fail to recognize them as an Indigenous nation. Their stories and songs are of their ongoing fight to stay and prosper in the North-West, the land they love, their motherland.

The identity of the Métis Nation has also been forged in juxtaposition to Canada’s development as a nation. Sir John A. Macdonald tried twice to crush the Métis Nation out of existence, once in 1870 and again in 1885. It is certainly true that the Métis Nation was a thorn in his side. Perhaps he tried to eliminate them because the Métis Nation, by its very nature (a strong, fiercely independent, well-armed group with an inherent military nature, able leadership and collective political instincts), posed too great a threat to the fledgling nation that was Canada. Canada’s own embryonic identity had no room for another collective. Canada could not then envision itself as a federation that included powerful Indigenous nations. Canada would swallow land, water, resources and immigrants, but it would not, in its early days, permit a collective, especially one with the collective nature and power of the Métis Nation, to exist.

It is a lesson in politics and history that Canada’s attempts to eliminate the Métis Nation have only succeeded in reinforcing its collective identity. The Métis Nation absorbed the blows but never gave up its collective identity as a nation. Today its identity as a distinct nation is stronger than it was in Riel’s day. It shows no signs of disappearing.

A NOTE ABOUT LANGUAGE

The names of the Indigenous peoples in this book have changed over time. “Indians,” “natives,” “Aboriginal” and “Indigenous” are all terms used to describe the First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples of Canada. I have generally tried to use the term “Indigenous” to describe these people when referring to them overall. But all of these terms will appear in this history.

Many geographic place names have changed over time as well. Indigenous names were replaced by French names, which were subsequently anglicized. The Catholic Church also renamed places after the churches they erected. So one place could have three or four names. I have tried to simplify this place naming.

The names of individuals in this book also change. The Métis Nation was an oral culture until the beginning of the twentieth century. Individuals often had more than one name and spellings vary wildly. I have simply picked one name and one spelling, usually the one that appears most often in the records.

Finally, I have tried to add a small introduction to Michif, the Métis Nation language.
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Chapter 1

The Old Wolves

In 1909 the leaders of the Métis Nation met in Joseph Riel’s home in St. Vital, Manitoba. These were the men who survived the Red River Resistance of 1869–70 and the North-West Resistance of 1885. With them that evening were their younger siblings and some younger men, the next generation of Métis. These men who met in 1909 have many names: les anciens, lii vyeu, les fidèles à Riel.1 In this book they are the Old Wolves.

The men gathered at Joseph’s home that night were on a mission to tell the truth—they would have called it God’s truth—about their people, the Métis Nation of the Canadian North-West. They were gathered that night for one purpose. They wanted to carve out a strategy that would counter the many stories of the Métis Nation and Louis Riel that were being printed in the Canadian media and books of their day. For the Old Wolves these stories were illegitimate and one-sided, a propaganda campaign that justified the government’s denial of the Métis Nation’s existence and the dispossession of the Métis from their lands.

That night the Old Wolves vowed to take action. They vowed to tell their own stories and rebut inaccuracies and attacks on the Métis Nation. They were determined to keep the Nation alive by commemorating Louis Riel, promoting their Michif language and defending Métis Nation rights. They would tell their history as they knew it and as their people had experienced it.

They were already taking action. In 1887 they had established the Union Nationale Métisse Saint-Joseph, an organization intended to keep the Nation alive.2 In 1889 they were inspired to continue in their efforts when Gabriel Dumont, one of their famous hunters and military leaders, visited St. Vital and encouraged them to keep up the fight for Métis rights. In 1891 they erected a monument on Louis Riel’s grave. In 1910 they created a new national flag and a national historical committee.3 It is impossible to miss the constant references to “nation” and “national” in their institutions. They have always considered themselves a political entity, a nation.

The Old Wolves created a historical committee charged with telling their story. They focused their efforts on what Canadians call the “Riel Rebellions.” They hated the word “rebellion.” To their minds a “rebellion” was a group of people who took up arms to separate from the country or to overthrow or undermine the government. This, the Métis Nation had never done. They had taken up arms only to defend their lands and their rights. They never believed fighting for their rights was a rebellion, and this was a distinction they insisted on; it mattered deeply to them. In a letter published in Le Devoir in 1913, Joseph Riel chastised Henri Bourassa for just that transgression. Joseph insisted that the Métis were “fighting for their rights and never wanted independence or annexation to the United States, and it is not fitting for the grandson of the great Papineau to talk of struggles in such a good cause as ‘rebellions.’”4

[image: image]
The Old Wolves and Union Nationale Métisse, 28th anniversary of the hanging of Louis Riel, November 16, 1913 (Société Historique de Saint-Boniface 14482)


Such an objection might not seem, in this day, to be anything out of the ordinary. But the Métis still vividly remembered their defeat at Batoche, the final battle in the North-West Resistance of 1885. So objecting to the term “rebellion” was a calculated decision.5 The defeated are not supposed to throw pebbles at the victors, not even forty years later. A deferential manner is expected. But wolves are not deferential. It’s not in their nature.

It took time for the historical committee to gather their facts and to work with the legacy of fear and silence that continued to oppress their people. When Canada hanged Louis Riel on November 16, 1885, their best and brightest voice, all the Métis voices fell silent. Silence was the price of defeat. But in the minds of the Old Wolves, that silence roared with injustice. Their bones were waxing old but they would not go silent to their graves.

The committee’s first public foray was a recounting of their history of 1869 to 1870, the Red River Resistance. Guillaume Charette, the Métis Nation’s “Old Storyteller,” also a historian and lawyer, spoke to a shocked audience at the Jesuit college in St. Boniface on November 25, 1923.6 They were shocked because, as the editor of the Queen’s Quarterly in Kingston, Ontario, would later write,

[T]he public of our country is not yet prepared to face frankly the facts . . . and those of us who are interested in the ultimate victory of truth must be content with slow and gradual progress in that direction . . . the opinion in Ontario . . . has been largely tinged by the reports sent East by such men as Charles Mair . . . and . . . Toronto papers such as the Globe, created an attitude of mind which succeeding years have not been able to modify substantially.7

In 1931 when the editor of La Liberté began to regurgitate all the old lies about the rebellions and labelled the Métis defence of their rights as criminal and crazy, the Old Wolves called an assembly of all the Manitoba Métis to debate how they would respond.

The Old Wolves decided to publish their own history of the Métis Nation. The historical committee began to take sworn declarations from Métis survivors, the men still alive who had played key roles in the Red River Resistance of 1869–70 and in the North-West Resistance of 1885. There are affidavits taken in 1909, and twice in 1929 the committee visited Batoche, the site of the last battle in the North-West Resistance. Virtually the whole town came to their community meetings. They hired Auguste de Trémaudan to be the author of their history.

The Old Wolves left their papers and notes behind. There are copies of Louis Riel’s writings and Métis Nation meeting minutes from the early 1870s. There are sworn declarations from Métis. There are attempts to organize the facts of the resistance movements and to answer the questions that would eventually form the appendix to Trémaudan’s book, a 1930s version of FAQs (frequently asked questions). The committee’s original intention was to publish a simple narrative followed by a complete work supported with references. Unfortunately, Trémaudan died before he completed his task. It was a terrible setback, but the historical committee stubbornly kept editing Trémaudan’s work for years.

The committee exercised great control over the content of Trémaudan’s history book while he was alive. They demanded that he tone down some of the language in the book. It was not that they disagreed with what he wrote, but they wanted Canadians to hear their story. If the tone was bitter, too accusatory or just too anti-English, Canadians would not listen. Trémaudan resisted this instruction. He thought the book should be a direct attack on lii Canadas, the Canadian Party who so violently stole the North-West away from the Métis Nation. But the historical committee insisted that Trémaudan sweeten his words. The published version of the book describes the Canadian Party as a “band of cheats, criminals and thieves.”8 That is the toned-down version!

The historical committee understood the power of words. They knew that in addition to countering the “rebel” label, they had to counter the claim that Riel was insane. The Métis have always seen Riel as a man of God, a prophet and a great leader who was dedicated to his people and did everything in his power to help them. For the Métis, Riel’s sanity has never been particularly relevant. Still, the Old Wolves knew the Canadian obsession with Riel’s sanity. They knew that if Riel was labelled insane, his actions and the cause he fought for could be dismissed. This they would not allow. Louis Riel was their greatest leader, a comet that appeared on the horizon in 1868, shone brightly for seventeen years and flamed out in 1885. The Riel years have left an indelible mark on the Métis Nation, which now mostly describes itself as Riel’s people. Though the Riel years are the best-known parts of the Métis Nation’s history, they are only a small part of a history that really began in the 1790s and continues today.

On July 9, 1935, the Old Wolves proudly announced the forthcoming publication of their book, Histoire de la Nation Métisse dans l’Ouest Canadien, at an annual Métis gathering of over two thousand members of the Union Nationale Métisse.9

For 27 years the members of that Committee stuck together and worked consistently and arduously with the one and almost unique object in mind: The publication of what they considered a true version of . . . history. Old ones dropped out or disappeared, but new ones replaced them and kept on going and working stubbornly. Many of them cherished the idea of reading the book, their history, the history they themselves made and really wrote with their blood and sacrifices. At the same time their children and grand-children are proud and justly so of their deeds . . .10

Until that book was published, the Métis Nation’s history was passed down orally. These are the stories they told their children and grandchildren. They are the stories most Métis still know and tell today.

The Old Wolves’ book is mainly concerned with two Métis Nation resistance movements, the Red River Resistance of 1869–70 and the North-West Resistance of 1885. This book covers that same ground but benefits from access to new analyses and evidence. It also attempts to fill in more detail of the early years leading up to the Red River Resistance and continues the story of this new nation, the Métis Nation of the Canadian North-West, into the twenty-first century.




Chapter 2

The Voyageurs

SOCIAL GLUE

Glue. That is what we need to find in order to understand the beginnings of the Métis Nation. Not the white glue children use to paste pictures in school. This is a search for social glue, the circumstances, values and dreams that bound individuals so tightly that they began to see themselves as a separate and distinct collective entity. The social glue that originally bound people together to create ancient cultures is often buried deep in history and predates our written accounts and historical memories. This is not the case for the culture that named itself la nouvelle nation in 1816 and now calls itself the Métis Nation. The social glue that originally bound these people together has not been lost in the mists of history. It can be traced directly to the voyageurs—not all the voyageurs, but a subset of the voyageurs, the men of the north who married First Nation women and then “went free” in the Canadian North-West with their new families. This is where we find the social glue that created the Métis Nation.

The men of the north are the voyageur fathers of the Métis Nation. They occupy a rich and romantic spot in Canadian history. They are depicted as larger than life, courageous and powerful men who braved wild animals, freezing waters, abominable weather and starvation. They boldly voyaged where no Euro-Canadians had gone before.

The voyageurs were their own best promoters. They were famous for their stories and songs. Around the campfires at night, they would boast about their horses, canoes, friends and dogs. In their songs and stories, they celebrated their exploits, tragedies and famous deeds. Storytelling was a voyageur tradition, and exaggeration played no small part in those stories. So, the wolves and bears were gigantic, vicious monsters handled with cool expertise. Storms were always hurricane force, and any loss was a tragedy of such magnitude that it moved them all to tears. No matter that they had heard all the stories before. No matter that one man claimed to be the hero in a gallant deed one night and another man claimed the same part the next night.

This story tradition was consistent with the oral traditions of other peoples around the world. The voyageurs knew what this was all about. They never confused their tales with fact, but as consummate actors they believed them passionately during the performance. Other observers, especially the English, were cynical about the voyageur storytelling tradition, thought it all childish lies and failed to appreciate the art. But for the voyageurs, the telling of their stories, and especially the performance of them, confirmed their traditions, their uniqueness and the essence of who they were. They were voyageurs. As they said, they lived hard, slept hard and ate dogs.1

The term “voyageur” originally described all the explorers, fur-traders and travellers in the North-West. Later it came to describe only the boatmen and canoeists. The mangeurs de lard or pork-eaters (named after the main food they ate) were the voyageurs plying the large boats on the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River. Les hommes du nord, the northmen, paddled smaller craft into the lands northwest of the Great Lakes. It is the northmen who are of interest to this history.

THE VOYAGEUR HIGHWAY

The routes the voyageurs travelled are called the “voyageur highway.” The voyageurs gradually pushed the highway up the St. Lawrence River and into the Great Lakes region. Until the 1780s the Great Lakes area and what is now northern Quebec and Ontario supplied many of the furs. At that time there were approximately thirty thousand people in the Great Lakes. As the voyageurs intermarried with the Great Lakes Indigenous peoples a new group of Métis, dedicated to the fur trade, began to appear. By the 1790s, the areas surrounding the upper Great Lakes had been trapped out. The Nor’Westers relocated their main trade depot to the western edge of Lake Superior. Now the North-West began on the height of land west of Lake Superior. It was on this height of land that a voyageur took a vow of loyalty to his brothers and was baptized into the elite of the voyageurs—the northmen.

The period between 1790 and 1821 was a time of great change. The War of 1812, a new American border, over-trapping in the lands surrounding the Great Lakes, and an American law prohibiting anyone other than an American citizen from trading in the United States caused a great reorganization of the peoples of the Great Lakes. In 1821 the two great rival fur trade companies merged. Since 1670 the Hudson’s Bay Company had held a British charter of incorporation. For years its employees, mostly Orkneymen, “slept by the bay”—the Hudson Bay that is—and waited for Indigenous people to bring furs to them. They moved inland to seek out furs only in response to competition from a group of Montreal traders who eagerly ventured out into the North-West. The Montreal traders were loosely organized and generally known as the North West Company or the Nor’Westers. The two companies engaged in a vicious fur-trade war, which only ended in 1821 when they were forced to merge under the name of the Hudson’s Bay Company.
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These events caused trade patterns to shift and people to relocate. By 1820 those who wanted to continue the life of freedom and independence offered by the fur trade had begun to leave the Great Lakes. Métis families like the Nolins, originally from the Great Lakes, relocated to Red River.2 Some Métis men, the Sayers and Cadottes, traded in and out of the North-West, but the numbers of men who moved between the Great Lakes and the North-West dwindled.

From the 1790s until the merger in 1821, men travelled regularly from Montreal to Red River and beyond. But the merger changed everything. After the merger the new Hudson’s Bay Company shipped through Hudson Bay, and the voyageur highway no longer criss-crossed the Great Lakes. Red River began to assume more importance, and the connections between the North-West and the Great Lakes, once so solid, rapidly deteriorated. Within a few years the portages were overgrown and some could barely be found. Ships began to replace canoes, and the days when the voyageurs’ songs could be heard on the Great Lakes were ending.

Rainy Lake, on the west side of the height of land and closer to Red River, became the eastern gate of the North-West. Its original importance arose because the Athabasca brigades simply could not make it to Lake Superior and back before the winter ice made canoe travel impossible. The brigades came southeast as far as Rainy Lake, where they were met by voyageurs coming west from the Great Lakes. There they exchanged furs from Athabasca for fresh supplies. The post also served as an employment centre and a source for wild rice and fish. After the merger, Rainy Lake’s role in the Athabasca supply route diminished. Instead it became the focus of intense competition for wild rice, a critical food for the traders. Wild rice, geography, family ties and proximity to Red River kept Rainy Lake on the voyageur highway, in the North-West and within the boundaries of the Métis Nation.

The voyageur highway played a crucial role in the development of the Métis Nation. It was the artery that connected the people to the land and to each other.

At their peak, before 1821, there were over five thousand voyageurs. They were a culture unto themselves, and although it may seem too obvious to point out, the culture was all male; there were no female voyageurs. The voyageur brotherhood was Catholic and French Canadian, mostly from the parishes between Trois-Rivières and Montreal. When they first signed up, they were usually single, young, and for the first time in their lives, away from the oversight of their parents and their priests.

[image: image]


The voyageurs bonded through shared adventures. Thrown together for months or years at a time, they formed the bonds of wayfarers who share celebrations and ceremonies, abundance and deprivation, hard work and danger. Washington Irving captured their bonds of brotherhood well:

The lives of the voyageurs are passed in wild and extensive rovings . . . They are generally of French descent, and inherit much of the gaiety and lightness of heart of their ancestors, being full of anecdote and song, and ever ready for the dance. They inherit, too, a fund of civility and complaisance; and, instead of that hardness and grossness which men in laborious life are apt to indulge towards each other, they are mutually obliging and accommodating; interchanging kind offices, yielding each other assistance and comfort in every emergency, and using the familiar appellations of “cousin” and “brother,” when there is in fact no relationship. Their natural good will is probably heightened by a community of adventure and hardship in their precarious and wandering life.3

Through it all they learned to appreciate and depend on each other. They competed in sport and harmonized in song. The bond thus formed was constantly reinforced by their values of sharing, equality and liberty. This bond and these values, forged by the voyageur northmen, were the social glue that enabled the creation of the Métis Nation.

THE SONGS

The voyageurs paddled into the North-West, where they met new peoples, but until they learned the Indigenous languages, they were able to speak only to their brothers. While they were initially limited in their conversation partners, their songs filled the North-West. Their stories may have been heavily embroidered, but their songs were simple. Everyone who encountered the voyageurs remembered their songs and the emotions the songs elicited. Robert Ballantyne, a Hudson’s Bay Company employee whose writing later influenced Robert Louis Stevenson, provided a vivid description of the beauty of the voyageurs’ songs:

I have seen . . . canoes sweep round a promontory suddenly, and burst upon my view; while at the same moment, the wild, romantic song of the voyageurs, as they plied their brisk paddles, struck upon my ear, and I have felt the thrilling enthusiasm caused by such a scene . . . when thirty or forty of these picturesque canoes . . . half inshrouded in the spray that flew from the bright, vermilion paddles . . . with joyful hearts . . . sang, with all the force of three hundred manly voices, one of their lively airs.4

The voyageurs sang all day. They sang to mark the timing of their paddle strokes, to lift their mood, to increase their speed, to give themselves energy and sometimes just for the sheer joy of the sound. A voyageur with a good singing voice might be hired because of his voice and paid more than other voyageurs. They even tracked their days by the number of songs they sang. A really good day was a fifty-song day.

They sang romantic French ballads, lamentations (complaintes), work songs, and their own compositions, which they called chansons de voyageur. The chansons were improvised, long and repetitive, and much influenced by the lands the voyageurs were paddling through. If there was an echo off a rock wall in a canyon or their voices carried unusually in the mist, notes, a rhyme or a word would be repeated in variations, and the voyageurs were delighted with the effect. The sound of a word or its rhyming capacity caught their ear and their fancy as much and sometimes more than the word’s actual meaning. Some songs were jazzy improvisations of the sounds of the water or the land. John Bigsby, a doctor and member of the commission established to confirm the international boundary in the early 1800s, provided a description of the voyageur improvisational tradition:

[He] sang it as only the true voyageur can do, imitating the action of the paddle, and in their high, resounding, and yet musical tones. His practised voice enabled him to give us the various swells and falls of sounds upon the waters driven about by the winds, dispersed and softened in the wide expanses, or brought close again to the ear by neighboring rocks. He finished, as is usual, with the piercing Indian shriek.5

Song tempos were fitted to the speed of the canoe or boat. The pork-eaters in the large canoes and boats on the Great Lakes with their larger paddles or oars sang slower songs, chansons à la rame. The northmen in the canots du nord sang songs with livelier tempos, and the small express canoes called for the quickest rhythms of all.

Some of the songs chronicled the history of the voyageurs and were handed down from father to son. Complaintes were composed as eulogies for those who died en voyage, or memorialized a well-known event. Sometimes the songs were survival, teaching or warning songs. One of the most famous songs, “Petit Rocher” (“O Little Rock”), told the story of Jean Cadieux, who died after defending his family from an Iroquois attack. He diverted the Iroquois while his family escaped. This part of the song may even be true. Certainly, early relations between the Iroquois and the voyageurs were not always peaceful. But the poignancy and tragic romance of the song comes in the last part. Exhausted by hunger and fear, Cadieux lay down on the rocks, too weak to call out to the search party that passed him by on the river. Days later Cadieux was found dead, lying in a grave he dug for himself. In his dead hands he held the words to “Petit Rocher.”

The voyageur songs gave satisfaction to everyone who heard them. To be sure, each passenger in the boats was a captive audience, but many commented on how the songs allowed them to endure the rain and the tedium of the long voyages, during which they had to sit for hours, unable to move even the slightest bit. Thomas Moore, the Irish poet, was entranced by the songs.

Our Voyageurs had good voices, and sung perfectly in tune together . . . I remember when we have entered, at sunset, upon one of those beautiful lakes . . . I have heard this simple air with a pleasure which the finest compositions of the first masters have never given me; and now, there is not a note of it which does not recall to my memory the dip of our oars in the St. Lawrence, the flight of our boat down the Rapids, and all those new and fanciful impressions to which my heart was alive . . .6

While the discipline of the work provided needed structure to the lives of the voyageurs, their daily working conditions were demanding and dangerous. The physical demands were beyond belief to those who witnessed their work.7 An early American treaty negotiator, James McKenney, described a voyageur day as follows:

At seven o’clock, and while the voyageurs were resting on their paddles, I inquired if they did not wish to go ashore for the night—they answered, they were fresh yet. They had been almost constantly paddling since three o’clock this morning. They make sixty strokes in a minute. This, for one hour, is three thousand six hundred: and for sixteen hours, fifty-seven thousand six hundred strokes with the paddle, and “fresh yet!” No human beings, except the Canadian French, could stand this.8

Their dress was distinctive and a unique combination of Indigenous and Canadian influences. It included a short, striped cotton shirt, a red woollen cap, a pair of deerskin leggings that went from the ankle to just above the knee and were held up by a string secured to a waist belt, an azōin (breech cloth), and deerskin moccasins without socks. Some kept their thighs bare in summer and winter. Others wore cloth trousers. In winter a blue capot made from a blanket tied with a brightly coloured ceinture fléchée (sash) completed the outfit. From the sash hung a knife, a cup and a beaded sac-à-feu (tobacco pouch).

The voyageurs loved feathers. Each northman, on getting hired, received a red feather for his cap. Northmen were distinguished from pork-eaters by the colour of their feathers. They also decorated their canoes with feathers, one in the stern and one in the bow, which was a signal that the canoe was a seasoned and worthy vessel. Before pulling into a fort, the voyageurs always stopped out of sight to tidy themselves up. They landed in their own unique style, all decked out with feathers and beads, in full song and with a merry mood.

While the voyageurs are mostly known for their canoeing, that was only their means of travelling during the good weather. These were men of the Canadian North-West, where winter held sway for six months or more. The voyageurs were not idle during those frozen months. They continued to travel by dogsled and snowshoe.

Four dogs could pull up to six hundred pounds on a narrow oak sled and travel up to seventy miles a day. The men followed on snowshoes or rode. It was a balancing act between riding, which was restful but cold, and running, which was warm but tiring. The dogs were huskies. They were left behind in summer, and Red River was known to have at least one dog hotel that housed up to one hundred dogs. The voyageurs loved to dress their horses and their dogs. Often the dogs wore fringed or embroidered saddlecloths with small bells and feathers. They also had shoes. If the rough ice cut into their paws, the dogs would lie on their backs whining and pawing, hoping the voyageurs would bring out their leather shoes, which were tied on with deerskin thongs.

The voyageurs began to create a new language. In their attempt to communicate with First Nations and to describe their unique work and situation, they created new words and embroidered their native French with First Nation words and phrases, mostly taken from Ojibwa and Cree. This is the foundation for the Métis Nation language that would later be called Michif. According to linguists, teenagers develop most new words, and Michif was no different. Its origins began with the young voyageurs.

The fact that the voyageurs were young accounts for some of the Métis traditional practices. If one can attribute a character to the voyageurs and later the Métis Nation, it is the wolf, which does actually grace one of their flags. The young voyageurs were very physical. They loved to howl, wrestle, play and hunt. They lived and travelled together like a pack. They were exuberant young male wolves, and this character fertilized the Métis culture from the beginning. The voyageur life fed an appetite for risk, exploration and novelty. In a time when there were no professional sports teams, being a voyageur was the ideal profession for a young man who liked physical challenges and wanted to travel, hang out with the guys and compete with other men. Once this lifestyle was hard-wired into their developing brains, many gave their lives to it. Despite the gruelling labour, it seems that only the rare voyageur did not love the life. One old voyageur said, “I should glory in commencing the same career again. I would spend another half-century in the same fields of enjoyment. There is no life so happy as a voyageur’s life; none so independent; no place where a man enjoys so much variety and freedom as in the Indian country.”9

Independence and freedom were their most treasured values. They sought their freedom in the wilds of the North-West, and they were willing to endure any hardship to keep their liberty. Officially they may have been servants, but when the master was a thousand miles away, the voyageurs were able to taste freedom and independence.

While outside observers uniformly thought the voyageur life was more akin to drudgery, it appealed to these young Canadiens whose future otherwise offered a different kind of drudgery, endlessly the same: working on a small family farm. In addition to the physical challenges of the voyageur life, the exciting possibility of danger and the adventure of travelling into the unknown, there were other inducements to entice a young man, including pleasures largely unavailable to a young farm boy in Quebec living under the eye of his priest: smoking, gambling, drinking, wrestling and girls.




Chapter 3

The Mothers of the Métis Nation

The mothers of the Métis Nation were the Indigenous daughters of the land, beautiful and exotic to a young man from Quebec. The attraction was often reciprocated when young Indigenous women met these young voyageurs.

The daughters provided access to the land and resources. The whole point of voyaging into the North-West was to trade with the Indigenous peoples who supplied the furs. To obtain the furs, one needed to establish a relationship with the bands. The best way to do that, sometimes the only way, was to marry one of their daughters. This was a general practice in the North-West. Sometimes couples married for love; sometimes it was a pragmatic arrangement. Either way, most of the voyageurs wanted women and needed them. For those who were hungry for female companionship or sex, the beautiful young Indigenous women were the only women available in the North-West. Beyond companionship and sex, when a voyageur stayed with a band, it was the daughters who looked after their domestic needs.

The voyageurs had to adapt to the customs of the Indigenous peoples. The lure of independence and freedom from their old lives in Canada was often sufficient inducement for a voyageur to embrace a new life and adapt to the customs of the Indigenous people he now began to live with. Generally, there was much goodwill between Indigenous peoples and the voyageurs. This is not to say that relations between voyageurs and Indigenous peoples were always smooth. Trading partners usually have disputes, and the Euro-Canadian trade competition, often quite brutal, had an impact on their Indigenous partners. Sometimes there were Indigenous attacks and sometimes the voyageurs instigated a conflict. Cultural misunderstandings were common, and until secure trading alliances were established with a particular band, caution was necessary on both sides.

It took a voyageur with unique skills to successfully establish a trade relationship with Indigenous people. By marrying into a band, à la façon du pays (in the fashion of the country), the voyageur took on familial obligations. He became the son in a new family and contributed whatever talents and skills he had to the betterment of this family and her band. In this way the new son earned access to and learned about the land and necessary hunting, fishing and trapping skills. In return he provided the family and the band with his connections to the fur-trading companies.

Entering into a relationship with an Indigenous woman, à la façon du pays, was marriage without the benefit of clergy or state sanction. This was not marriage as understood by Euro-Canadians at the time, their ideas being framed by the strict rules of Christianity and European property laws. It was marriage as the Indigenous people understood it and as the voyageurs learned to understand it. Indigenous custom was that if the marriage was not working out for the woman, the man, her family or the band, it could be dissolved with little fuss. That doesn’t mean that all dissolved marriages ended at the mutual desire of both partners. There are many tales of love in the North-West, unrequited, deeply cherished or scorned.

A TALE OF LOVE SCORNED

In 1799 a young man from Maskinongé in the Trois-Rivières region of Quebec signed on as a voyageur with the North West Company (Nor’Westers). Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière paddled into a new, exciting life, but he also signed on in the middle of the fur-trade war, when the Nor’Westers were hiring increasing numbers of young men. In 1804, during one of the few truces in the trade war, Jean-Baptiste was terminated along with dozens of other young voyageurs.

Losing his job didn’t dampen his romantic reputation as a voyageur when he returned to Maskinongé. Voyageurs were much admired in Quebec and people were hungry for their stories. Jean-Baptiste obliged with tales of his adventures in the North-West, some of which may even have been true. In 1805 at a soiree where he was invited to recount his tall tales, he met the lovely and spirited Marie-Anne Gaboury. They fell in love and got engaged based on her understanding that Jean-Baptiste intended to settle down as a farmer in Maskinongé. But Jean-Baptiste was never going to be content with such a life after tasting the freedom and independence of life in the North-West. So Marie-Anne had a choice. She could become a fur-trade widow, which meant staying in Quebec, seeing her husband once every few years, running the farm and raising her children alone. Or she could go where no white woman had gone before.

Apparently Jean-Baptiste agreed to Marie-Anne coming with him because he was confident, erroneously as it turns out, that the North West Company would refuse a female passenger. When the Nor’Westers proved indifferent to this unusual passenger, Marie-Anne headed into the North-West in May of 1806 with a bigamist. Jean-Baptiste was married, according to the customs of the country, to an Indigenous woman in the North-West. He also had children. One can only wonder how many excuses flitted through his head as he paddled with his new wife at his side, slowly but steadily heading straight toward his first wife and family.

The inevitable collision occurred when the newlyweds arrived in Pembina at the end of July. His first wife, not a woman to be scorned, tried to murder Marie-Anne. The tales vary widely. One version of the story is that the murder attempt was by knife. Another version says fire. Yet another version tells a tale of poison. In that version Marie-Anne escaped because a dog ate the poisoned food and died instead. The accounts are only consistent on one fact: there was at least one murder attempt. Jean-Baptiste, acquiring a bit of wisdom a tad late, scooped up his new wife and took her some forty miles away. The first wife, unnamed, along with her children, is never heard from again.

Fluid relationships and serial monogamy among the voyageurs were common. The voyageurs changed their postings regularly and might never return to a wife. The termination of a relationship in those circumstances was often mutual. Her family would not want to lose a daughter, and the relationship might end when her hunting band left the area. Other voyageurs returned to Lower Canada and abandoned North-West wives. Lifetime commitments were not the norm.

But some of the sons were deeply attached to their Indigenous wives. Some of these women, with their children, travelled in their own canoes and followed a voyageur as he moved from post to post. So, the woman was paddling, portaging, changing diapers, feeding and caring for her children and keeping up with the voyageurs. The fact that women with their children could and did keep up with the voyageurs doesn’t dent the male superhero reputation; it does give some indication of the strength and skills of Indigenous women. Perhaps they should be added to the superhero legends.

Women were particularly important to the fisheries. They were often the ones who did the fishing, and when one considers the important role fish played as a food source, it is possible that the women may have provided as much or even more food than the men did. One particular story about Marguerite Kirkness highlights the role women played in the fisheries.

MARGUERITE KIRKNESS

The Marguerite Kirkness story is set in July and August of 1810 in Île-à-la-Crosse, where her husband, Andrew Kirkness, was employed by the Hudson’s Bay Company as a fisherman. On July 6 Andrew and Marguerite had a fight and she left him, crossing over to the nearby Nor’Wester post. In the ensuing weeks officials from the Company sought, more than once, to get Marguerite back, which was highly unusual behaviour. It was not the norm in those days for traders to stir themselves simply to restore strained marital arrangements, especially for a First Nation woman.

Unusual, that is, unless she had some value, which she did—her fishing skills. While it was Andrew who had the contract to provide fish, Marguerite was the real fisher in the family. Without her, Andrew was simply unable to provide the fish necessary for the post. This is why the Company officials went to such efforts to get Marguerite back. She was their food source. It didn’t take long for the Nor’Westers to figure out they were hosting a valuable woman.

The Bay men were convinced that Marguerite was being held by the Nor’Westers against her will, which may have been true. The fur-trade war was ruthless and the Nor’Westers were not above trying to starve out the Bay men. Whether or not Marguerite was a willing partner in this offensive, the tactic worked, and the Company was forced to close its post at Île-à-la-Crosse. This story provides us with insight into the remarkable fishing skills possessed by First Nation women and how many men depended on their skills. Marguerite and Andrew appear to have reunited and relocated to Red River.1

It is the northmen of the Nor’Westers who established the bonds that enabled the creation of the Métis Nation. Forged in freedom and independence, engraved by constant travel and shared companionship, nurtured by songs and stories, unbreakable bonds began to form. The bonds were strengthened when they married First Nation women with similar values of freedom and independence and with deep attachments to the North-West. These bonds were the framework and consciousness that were necessary to develop a new nation in the North-West.




Chapter 4

Going Free

One more step was necessary for the development of a new nation. The northmen had to go free. “Going free” meant disengaging from their employers, their attachments in eastern Canada and from the tribes.

The merger of the two fur-trade companies in 1821 led to more than a thousand men losing their jobs. Many of these men went free and stayed in the North-West. They stayed because they had married Indigenous women. These “Freemen” began to move to Red River from the Great Lakes, Athabasca, Fort Edmonton, the Saskatchewan, York Factory and the Pacific slopes of the Rockies.1 Between 1831 and 1840 the population of Red River almost doubled. In 1832 it was 2,417 and in 1840 it was 4,369.

Once free from his contract with a company, a Freeman became an independent hunter-trader. Travelling in groups of two or three with their families, the Freemen hunted buffalo and other large animals for their food. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, they began to roam throughout the North-West. If the product of their hunts did not provide enough for their families, they did odd jobs, freighting or voyageur work for the trading companies. But their preference more and more was to hunt buffalo.

The Freemen found a niche as suppliers and traders providing the posts and the brigades with buffalo meat, fish, baked bread, salt, and maple or birch syrup. They operated taverns and restaurants on trade routes and provided the voyageurs with the means to repair canoes. They also played the role of middlemen. Obtaining goods from Canadian posts, they would trade with Indians for furs and sell the furs back to the Canadian traders, making a bit of profit along the way. Some had visions of their own grandeur. One old Freeman claimed a sturgeon fishery for himself with the title “King of the Lake.” Another Freeman called himself “Lord of Lake Winnipick.” Yet another proclaimed himself a “sovereign.”

Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière was one of the Freemen. When he and Marie-Anne arrived in Pembina, his partners reunited with their Cree wives, and this small party of Freemen with their families went out onto the Plains to hunt buffalo. Pembina is where the first two non-Indigenous children in the North-West were born. Both were born the same week in 1807. One child was born to Isobel Gunn, a young woman who had been masquerading as a man and was forced to reveal her gender only when she went into labour. The second child was Reine, a daughter born to Marie-Anne and Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière. By 1810 the Lagimodières had three children. Their third child, Josephte, was nicknamed La Cyprès after the Cypress Hills where she was born.

The 1790s was when the northmen began to move onto the Plains and hunt buffalo on horseback. It was the beginning of the transformation of the voyageurs into Plains buffalo hunters. At first they lived on the edges of the Plains, in places such as Pembina. In 1805 Alexander Henry’s census listed 176 Freemen and their families in what is now southern Manitoba.2 The first rough Freemen settlements began to appear around 1801, first at Pembina and farther up the Red River at the forks of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers. At Rainy Lake a small village was established in 1817. Fort Edmonton, Île-à-la-Crosse, Cumberland House and other regional forts became home bases for Freemen with their families. By 1814 the Freemen and their families moving throughout the Red River region numbered about two hundred. At Pembina there was a similar-size group.

The Freemen first adopted and then adapted the Plains tribal horse culture. Previously, as voyageurs, they were bound to their canoes and dogsleds. After going free they took up the horse. For thousands of years the Plains tribes followed the buffalo on foot. The arrival of the horse in the northern Plains in the 1600s did not create a new Plains Indigenous culture. It didn’t change the range of territory the people covered, their pursuit of the buffalo herds or their practice of congregating in small bands of a few families. What it did was allow the people to carry more. The Freemen added another adaptation to the carrying capacity of the horse: their new invention, the Red River cart.

Red River carts were made entirely of wood with strips of leather (babiche) wrapped around the wooden wheels. Horses or oxen pulled the carts. If pulled by a horse, they carried less but could travel farther. A cart could become a boat by detaching the wheels and floating it over a river.

On land the carts were loud—very loud. They emitted a high-pitched shriek that could be heard several miles away. The sound came from wooden wheels grinding on wooden axles. No axle grease was used because it served only to collect the dust of the Prairies, which clogged up the wheels. The carts were so identified with the Métis that the Sioux sign language gesture for the Métis was the sign for a man followed by the sign for a cart.

[image: image]
Red River carts with teepee poles (Library and Archives Canada C-087158)


The Freemen also adapted the hunting partnership custom from the boreal forest and Plains tribes. These partnerships formed when several men combined families and labour to exploit a particular winter hunting ground. The families in the partnership depended on each other. There was more security in numbers than could be achieved by a single family travelling and hunting on its own. The adaptation of the Plains Freemen was to take the partnership idea and move it to a much larger territory and to a larger group of hunters.

One of the central tenets of the partnership custom was sharing, which quickly became part of the developing Métis Nation ethic. Sharing was spontaneous and unstructured. It was in no way changed by the fact that part of the hunters’ catch was destined for the commercial market. The production of buffalo meat for market was important to the Freemen hunters, but it was subordinate to their subsistence requirements. Sharing was not charity. Because starvation was a constant visitor, no one hesitated to turn to others for help. Not only would help always be forthcoming, the giver felt the obligation deeply and would be ashamed of himself if he did not provide it. One hunter, after having given the last of his flour and lard to two men from a neighbouring band—food he likely needed himself—said, “Suppose now, not give them flour, lard—just dead inside.”3

The Freemen made one other adaptation to facilitate their movement to the Plains. They adopted the Plains tribes’ staple diet: pemmican. Robert Kennicott, an American naturalist and herpetologist, was less than enthused about it: “Pemmican is supposed by the benighted world outside to consist only of pounded meat and grease; an egregious error; for, from experience on the subject, I am authorized to state that hair, sticks, bark, spruce leaves, stones, sand, etc., enter into its composition, often quite largely.”4 It was pemmican that allowed the Freemen to be independent, to live separately from the tribes, the traders and the fur-trade posts.

The Hudson’s Bay Company thought the Freemen a great nuisance, dishonest scoundrels and a threat that took away business. But the Freemen had tasted a new and different life based on an egalitarian theory of opportunity with no company boss. More and more Freemen took their families to the Plains.

It was the emotional commitment to independence and
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