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Abstract

In 1873, Xavier Letendre established a ferry service on the
east bank of the South Saskatchewan river at the site of the
village which was to bear his surname, "Batoche." The !
family, descendants of a French-Canadian voyageur and his
Cree wife who had traded for the North West Company and in-
dependently in the Fort @ la Corne district in the early
1800s, had recently immigrated from Red River. Other Métis
families among whom the Champagnes, Failhants (Fayant),
Parenteaus and Dumonts, soon joined them.

The trail from Winnipeg to Fort Carlton and the Northern
posts crossed the South Saskatchewan river along lot 47 at
Batoche. At this junction, Xavier Letendre erected a trading
shop and storehouses to conduct one of the most successful
commercial enterprises in the North West. Between 1882 and
1885, three other merchants located along "Batoche Avenue,"
on the west bank of the river. Other stores were established
south east of the village, along the trail from Clarke's
and Gabriel's Crossing. In 1881, the Oblats de Marie
Immaculée founded the St-Antoine-de-Padoue mission and in
1883 and 1884, a rectory and a church were erected on lot
50, on a terrace about a mile from the village. The popula-
tion, which extended along both banks of the river, was
estimated at 500 in 1883.

At Batoche, some Métis erected log buildings reflecting
the construction styles of Quebec and Red River but adapted to
the new environment. Most of the structures were pihceéun
p&we.with dovetailed corners, usually on a post sill founda-

tion, the spaces between the logs filled with a mud and hay
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plaster and the exterior whitewashed. Some of the more substan-
tial buildings such as Letendre's house, the church and the
rectory were Red River framed on 3 fieldstone foundation and
with a boarded and painted exterior. Roofs were usually
shingled although a few thatched roofs were reported in 1885.
Two storey dwellings were not uncommon and interiors were
comfortably if sparsely furnished. Travellers commented on

the attractiveness and prosperity of the settlement.

Batoche was a bustling community in 1885. Most of the
inhabitants were traders and freighters although the river
lots they occupied were beginning to show signs of cultiva-
tion and transition to farming and ranching. The armed con-
flict inevitably dislocated this affluent little community
but contrary to what has been generally believed, Métis
society and economy was altered but did not disintegrate in
1885. The decline in freighting activities, the absence of
a rail line to Batoche, the general disillusionment of the
population and ineffectual and discriminatory Government
policies which followed were more instrumental in its
decline.

By 1920, the village buildings on the river flat had
virtually disappeared although the church and rectory with-
stood the ravages of time and a few stores remained along the
trail south east of the mission. Although the population
gradually declined, a community of about 250 continued to
farm at Batoche until the expansion of the National Historic
Park after 1960.

Descendants of the original families still live in the
Batoche, Duck Lake, St-Laurent and St-Louis area. Batoche
is perceived as the cradle of "la nation métisse," and a
testimony to the genuine if ultimately unsuccessful attempt
of a native Western Canadian people to survive within a

largely discriminatory society.
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Introduction

The object of this study is a structural and settlement
history of Batochel from its origins to the present. The
central themes are necessarily the people, the lands they
claimed ahd the buildings they erected. Essential to an ana-
lysis of these developments, is the land issue. The failure
of the Canadian government to take action and thus resolve
this question before 1885, was the main cause of an uprising
by the Métis of the district. The M&tis had begun squatting
or making semi-permanent residences in the settlement around
1872 and by 1882 most of the lots along the east and west
banks of the South Saskatchewan in townships 42, 43 and 44
were claimed and occupied. Many feared that their long
narrow river lots would not be entered at Prince Albert
because they did not conform to the square survey. In any
case speculators might precede them to the Land Office and
secure legal rights to the property. The West experienced
an unparalled land boom in 1882 and there was a rumour

that Batoche would become a major communication and commer-
cial centre for the immigrants who would pour into the
district. This period of growth and prosperity was short-
lived. The conflict of 1885 brought destruction. The land
was scorched and desolate, the fields unploughed and uncul-
tivated. Many Métis who had vainly sought redress for their
grievances or taken up arms against the Government, abandoned
their lands and sought refuge across the border. Those who
remained, however, resolutely entered their claim if they
could afford the $10 fee. Few could afford to pay for their

pre-emption. The river lots previously surveyed along the
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east shore between 1879 and 1884 were opened for entry in
the fall of 1885. The Government also acceded to a demand
for the resurvey of sections on the west bank of the river
into river lots ‘in 1889. But the inability to communicate

in English, the long trek to Prince Albert and especially
the poverty of the post 1885 period, precluded any successful
conclusion to the Government's policy of appeasement.

By 1890, it was already evident that Batoche would never
become the metropolis its founder Frangois-Xavier Letendre
dit Batoche had predicted in 1881.2 The village that boast-
ed seven stores and a complex network of trails in 1885,
had only three minor outlets a decade later. The choice of
a southern route for the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1881
and the decision to run the branch line to Prince Albert
fifteen miles west of Batoche in 1890, impeded its growth.
The original village site on "la belle prairie," in a
parkland setting which no sectionally surveyed settlement
to the west could equal, was largely abandoned by 1900.

A newvillage or business sector had sprung up along the
trail between St-Laurent and Fish Creek, in the vicinity of
lots 55 and 57. The decline of water transportation and the
improvements of trails and roads facilitated travel to Duck
Lake and Prince Albert, the new centres. Fish Creek,
Batoche, and St-Laurent remained on the periphery, secondary
to the new areas which European immigrants were "opening

and settling."

Until the turn of the century this isolation protec-
ted the Métis communities from an "onslaught of foreign-
ers." The clergy was also largely successful in its
efforts to "reserve" the land for French and French-Canadian
immigrants until the 1920s. For the Métis were leaving the
land for which they had fought in 1885, seeking a last fron-

tier in northern communities where more lucrative employment

xii



could still be found. Grain farming was never productive in
the areas occupied by them along the South Saskatchewan. The
Métis also had little money to buy implements and cattle to
achieve a more varied and suitable agricultural economy. An
examination of the Lands Branch and Land Titles records re-
veals a history of grain liens, caveats, mortgages and tax
arrears in the 1920s and 1930s. Those who managed to survive
these difficult years merely subsisted. Many lost their
lands or sold them to real estate agents, absentee owners

or more prosperous farmers in surrounding communities.

The parish of St-Antoine-de-Padoue, founded in 1881 and
well established by 1888, was to remain the most stable ele-
ment in the community. A church, rectory and public school,
located on lots 50 and 51, south east of the original village
site, provided religious as well as educational services.

The closing of the St-Laurent mission in 1894 and the presence
of many French-speaking Catholic settlers in the Fish Creek,
Alvena and Bellevue district, each without a church until

the turn of the century, made Batoche the key religious
centre. This role declined in the 1920s but the maintenance
of the village as a post office and small supply depot for

a rural and scattered population, was essentially due to the
success of the parish.

The 1960s were a turning point for the parish and commu-
nity. Although the gradual decline of population and ser-
vices brought about the closing of the school in 1966 and of
the ferry in 1969, the mission even in its demise, was to
assure a permanent legacy to the community. The erection
of Batoche as a National Historic Park, with the acquisi-
tion of the rectory in 1955 and the church in 1970, ensures
that it will survive as a memento and tribute to the Métis
who settled along the South Saskatchewan in the nineteenth
century. The village and mission provide a mystical, almost

sacred link with a history at once heroic and tragic.
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Two major studies have dealt with the Métis in Saskat-

chewan. In The Birth of Western Canada, George F.G. Stanley

provides a survey of the political and military aspects of the
events of 1885. More important, Marcel Giraud's Le métis
Canadien probes into the evolution and character of Métis cul-
ture from its origins to the 1930s. An in-depth ethnological
analysis based on extensive documentary and oral evidence, it
remains the most impor£ant study on the Métis. Nevertheless
many of his conclusions are subject to revision in the light
of new historical methods and interpretations. A Social Darwin-
ist, Giraud traces the disintegration of Métis society and
considers inevitable and desirable its final absorption into
its parent groups of European origin, French-Canadian and
English-speaking. Adhering to the frontier thesis, Stanley
also views the assimilation of the Métis as inevitable in the
wake of a more advanced technology and more sophisticated
"White" institutions. These are somewhat simplistic and con-
descending attitudes and both studies fail to consider the
native point of view and value system. The studies are based
primarily on government and ecclesiastical sources.

By comparison, Trémaudan's Histoire de la nation métisse

and Kinsey-Howard's Strange Empire border on the apologetic

and the romantic. The absence of notes casts doubt on the
authenticity of some of the evidence and interpretations.
Trémaudan's study is based on the testimonies of the Métis who
witnessed the events of 1885. Although these testimoniés are
unverifiable in many cases, they should nevertheless be
considered. Unfortunately the Métis left few written accounts
and we must rely largely on a re-interpretation of traditional
sources to identify and interpret their attitudes and actions.
More recently, Howard Adams has attempted to present the

native point of view in Prison of Grass. He relies almost

solely on Trémaudan and Kinsey-Howard for his interpretation

of the conflict of 1885. Adams offers some interesting
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hypotheses regarding the behaviour of the clergy and some
Métis vendus but unfortunately he manipulates sources and
often bases his claims on secondary evidence. In an effort
to provide an objective study of the Métis, particularly of
1885, the historian mﬁst strive to free himself of all
stereotypes and prejudices and sift through all the conflic-
ting and often contradictory evidence.

The main sources consulted for this report were the
Homestead Files and Rebellion Losses Claims (Dept. of the
Interior, Canada), the Lands Branch Files (Dept. of Agricul-
ture, Saskatchewan) and the Land Titles Records in Prince
Albert, especially in regards to lots 44 to 49 and sections
6, 7, 18, 19, and 30 in T43-1-W3. The notebooks and corres-
pondence of surveyors in the district between 1878 and 1916
and the maps of trails, townships and settlements prepared by
the Surveys Branch, were also invaluable. Records of the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police and the Department of Justice
provided additional information on the village in 1885 and
in the 1890s. Correspondence and accounts of the missionaries
in the Oblate Archives and testimonies of the Mé&tis in the
Papers of La Société historique métisse provided a balanced
interpretation. Finally interviews and discussions with the
oldest living settlers of Batoche (third generation and
younger) , people whose earliest recollections date to the
turn of the century, were useful if not always verifiable.
Taking into consideration oral as well as written evidence,
we are able to arrive at a fairly comprehensive history of

the village.
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I Métis Buildings and Construction Styles

Early Phase of the Settlement

The frequent excursions of the Métis and their half-hearted
attempts at farming meant that their early dwellings and out-
buildings were often makeshift and temporary. This was con-
firmed by early descriptions in the 1870s:

All buildings, dwelling, kitchen, outbuildings
were constructed according to the custom of the
country, of roughly hewn spruce or poplar trees
on a wood beam foundation chinked with a mud

and hay plaster and covered with a thatch roof.

3

possibly similar to Fig. 1. While small logs were available
locally, larger pine logs were not used extensively in the
early 1870s as they had to be hauled from a forest ten to
fifteen miles north of St-Laurent. An expedition of this sort
would have been time consuming and costly for a newly es-
tablished community. The corners were usually dovetailed or
logs were simply superimposed and corners unfinished, es-
pecially for a barn or granary. Every fall the spaces be-
tween the logs might have to be refilled and the roof re-
thatched. The church at St-Laurent, érected in 1874 (Fig. 2),
was an example of a larger building of that period. Built

of large pine logs with dovetailed corners, it was thatch
roofed, measured 40' x 25' and stood 7' high. Within the next
few years, the mission buildings formed a "village square"
which also included a 19' x 17' rectory annexed to the church;
a combined convent, school and common refectory 50' x 25';

an outbuilding and men's residence 30' x 18' and a stable 30'
X 30'.4 Smaller buildings were often joined together to pro-

duce a larger living or working area since they were easier to
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erect and less costly. A common practice among the Métis
was to add an annex at the rear of the house. As the occu-
pant became more established, a more spacious dwelling might
also be erected and the original building converted into
outbuildings or storehouses (i.e., X. Letendre between 1878
and 1885). The mission of St-Laurent witnessed most of
these changes between 1874 and 1883. The roof was shingled,
annexes were added to existing buildings and two or more
were moved from another site.

...la maison des R.P. a &té agrandie d'une chambre
qui la relie 3 la chapelle et la met en communica-
tion avec elle...une cuisine adjacente au couvernt...
deux nouvelles maisons ont &té achetées et trans-
portées...l'une pour les domestiques, l'autre pour
servir de boutique et de hangar...

It does not seem that during this early period of settle-
ment in the Batoche area, the Métis constructed the rectangu-
lar "Red River style" ldg building where an infill of horiz-
zontal timbers were fitted into slotted vertical timbers.
Their smaller, squarer buildings were erected in horizontal
hewn logs, piece sur piéce, usually with dovetailed corners.
Possibly the lack of expert craftsmanship, the initial char-
acter of the settlement, and the prevalence of smaller logs
made the latter style more adaptable to their means and life-
style.

Louis Goulet, a Métis who was born at Red River but
freighted in the Batoche and Battleford district in the late
1870s, described a typical M&tis home in his autobiography.
Although he was not specific about the style of the building,
he mentioned that it was mortise and tenon framed with dove-
tailed corners, mud and hay plastered, thatch. roofed, one and
one half storeys high and twice as long as it was wide.

His model was a dwelling in St-Norbert during the 1860s but
some of the interior features and customs could apply to a
frontier community at a later period.

L'érection d'une habitation se faisait par é&tape.
L'on cherchait premiérement a mettre la famille a






