


the “rebels” was the sentiment of the majority of the population in the territories,
Laurie became excessively vengeful, especially when compared to the more bal-
anced analysis of Nicholas Flood Davin, now editor of the Regina Leader. Davin, like
Laurie, favoured the hanging of Riel and spoke out against French Canadians who
demanded amnesty:

That he had some French blood in his veins [Davin asked]. Is this an excuse? Has
it come to this in Canada that any criminal has only to prove himself French and
tables of law are to be broken at the bidding of thoughtlessness and justice to be
flung prone on the street? But what have the French Canadians to do with Riel
any more than the Irish or the Swedes? One should think it is the half-breeds and
the whites in the North-West who are most concerned. Do we hear the half-
breeds discontented with his sentence? No indeed, they understand Louis Riel
too well.'®

But though he agreed with Laurie on the sentence for Riel, Davin’s condem-
nation was less severe. They also disagreed over the punishment to be handed
out to the other “rebels.” For example, their reactions to the early release of
Poundmaker differed considerably. Davin, an admirer of Poundmaker — “The .
Great Chief” — was pleased that he was released early from prison for good con-
duct, while Laurie denounced it as unjustifiable because of the suffering Pound-
maker had wrought. Laurie also sarcastically commented on Big Bear's
sentencing even though his guilt in the rebellion was at least questionable: “Big
Bear was found guilty with a recommendation for mercy. He gets three years
board at Stony Mountain, unless his admirers can induce the government in the
meantime to transfer him to a first class hotel in Winnipeg.”™

Laurie’s uncompromising position towards the “rebels” must be understood
in relation to the events of the rebellion at Fort Battleford while it was “besieged”
by the Natives. His greatest concern still was to woo settlers to Battleford, while
Davin, a resident of the capital, was less concerned with the consequences of leni-
ency towards the Natives. Davin wanted Riel executed for two reasons: as a west-
ern lawyer, he did not want to see a western decision overturned by an eastern
court; as a Conservative, he was bound to stand up for and defend the Conserva-
tive cause. Laurie, closer to the fighting during the rebellion, had more practical,
existential reasons for demanding stiff sentencing. Justice had to be done for the
protection of the residents and to ensure that settlement could resume. In the Bat-
tleford area the measures imposed by Reed on the Native population would be
fully and officially sanctioned.

Monitoring Measures

Agriculture as an alternative economic base for Aboriginal society was not
only suggested by a government anxious to sign treaties with the Natives, but
was a means of survival that the Natives were eager and willing to adopt. Agri-
culture as practiced by the Europeans was an integral part of their way of life,
one which they wanted the Natives to adopt. Prior to settlement and the treaties,
there was also pressure from Christian missionaries urging the Natives to take up
sedentary farming practices. It was seen as one way to stop the Natives from
searching for food and “roaming” — which made it difficult for the missionaries
to know their whereabouts — and it was also hoped that a more sedentary exist-
ence would give them a better appreciation for private property. This in turn
would promote economic individualism, thrift, industry and punctuality. The
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missionaries supported policies based on these ideas and were anxious to intro-
duce measures to speed up the advancement of civilization, especially if it meant
reaching the assimilation phase.

The Department of Indian Affairs had not embarked upon any major initia-
tives since the doomed model farm experiment of 1879, but after 1885 programs
under the direction of Hayter Reed were introduced to control the distribution of
produce, not to improve the farming practices of the Natives. The general goal
was to undermine and destroy the Natives’ band and tribal systems. This was
achieved by discouraging their religious, educational and traditional social activi-
ties, dismantling communal ceremonies like the Sun Dance, disposing of the Abo-
riginal leaders, and making the people take separate farm lands.

What changed in particular was the introduction of rigid supervision of all
Native movement. In response to fears that another uprising might occur, the
number of agencies and personnel was increased in order to supervise the so-
called agricultural projects. The pass system was introduced to keep the Natives
on their reserves during seasons when agricultural activity was highest. In fact, it
managed to control all Natives whether they were agriculturalists or not. They
were not allowed off the reserves without a pass signed by their Indian agent,
which had to state the reason for their departure and length of absence.

Complementing the pass system was the enforcement of a permit system, in-
cluded in the Indian Act of 1876, for selling agricultural produce on reserves. It
forbade Natives to sell, barter, exchange or give away their crops or livestock
without first having secured a permit from their agent. As demonstrated among
the Dakota on the Oak River Reserve, the system discouraged their profit motive
in agriculture.”” Instead of being able to sell their own produce and be directly re-
warded for their labours, they were obliged to obtain a permit for selling pur-
poses. And when their goods were sold, the money was not paid directly to the
producer, but rather to the Indian Department. Again, the government’s desire to
establish a sense of private initiative among the Dakota was sabotaged by its own
contradictory policy. Any debt owed by the Dakota selling the produce was set-
tled immediately by the Indian agent without consulting the seller, with the re-
mainder then given to the Natives. Therefore, they could not take out loans to
obtain machinery or expand operations by this system. Buyers who broke these
regulations were subject to fines, so bypassing the system was impossible. There
were many complaints and signed petitions from Dakota protesting these sys-
tems of control, but all were to no avail. Increasingly, the Dakota saw little reason
to farm their own land due to these frustrating restrictions. It eventually became
less bothersome and more profitable not to farm, but rather to lease the land to
others; then the income from these leases went directly to the Dakota.

By the late 1880s, the government initiated yet another policy to break the
tribal traditions of the Natives and to further direct them into the concept of indi-
vidual initiative. This was the policy of allotting lands on reserves in severalty. It
was designed to give each family forty acres and provide it with certain rights for
that specific piece of land. It was hoped this would break up the practice of
working the land communally and sharing the profits collectively, as well as
facilitating assimilation between the races and eventually allowing intermingling
through settlement of Natives and whites side-by-side. By the 1900s, this policy
of severalty began to achieve its goals as subdivision surveys of the land resulted
in the surrender of reserve property.
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The peasant farm policy of the 1880s and 1890s had important effects on Native
agriculture as well. It was based on the belief that the Native would not need to be
involved in agriculture beyond a subsistence level for himself and his family. Two
acres was considered enough to supply all the food that one family would need
each year. No provision was made for those who wanted to be involved in the mar-
ket economy, even though that was precisely what the Natives desired in the early
years. Instead, the Department of Indian Affairs insisted that the Natives work with
the most labour-intensive tools: the cradle, sickle, flail, hoe and rake. The depart-
ment seemed more concerned with keeping the Natives under control than with as-
sisting them fully to develop their skills as agriculturalists. It is clear from the most
recent research and evidence contained in primary documents that the Natives
were anxious to work for inclusion in the market economy. Those early successes in
agriculture unfortunately were left unnurtured, as most government policies
seemed to exist to snuff out Aboriginal participation in the western Canadian
“Eden.” Indeed, as the acres broken in the period up to 1896 shows, there was de-
cline rather than progress in the Battleford agency.

Government Policy

Among the more well-known complaints against government policy of the
time towards the Natives was a speech made in the House of Commons in 1885
by Malcolm Colin Cameron. It took the form of a comprehensive attack on the
past practices of the Indian Department and it apparently hit a nerve for, in 1886,
the government published a response entitled, “The Facts Respecting Indian Ad-
ministration in the North-West.””® Cameron began his critique by referring to
those who felt the Natives had no reason for rebelling against the government.
He claimed that no statement “could be more at variance with the report of the
Department of Indian Affairs.””’ He alleged treaty promises were broken, dishon-
esty and corruption existed, and that those men who were unfit and unsuitable to
work with Natives were given precisely such positions. Of Commissioner
Dewdney, Cameron said, “He has been charged, and correctly charged, with be-
ing domineering, arrogant, tyrannical, unfair, untruthful in his dealings with the
Natives.”” Cameron quoted local papers in support of his contention. One of
these excerpts was from Lawrence Clarke, a member of the North-West Council:

Brutal ruffians were appointed as farm instructors over the Indians, who mal-
treated the poor people in the most brutal manner, answering them with kicks
and blows, accompanied by showers of profanity and disgusting epithets; of the
farm instructors killed by the Indians two were universally known to be brutal
wretches such as I have mentioned, and the priests lost their lives in attempting
to save them from the pent-up wrath of the savages.21

According to clergymen who had lived in the North-West, the problem was with
the officials in charge of Aboriginal farming:

At the Presbytery meeting at Brandon, Manitoba, Rev. Mr. Cameron, who spent
many years among the Indians about Battleford, contended that Indian uprising
was in great measure due to the character of the instructors and agents appointed
by the Government. If the Government officials had been the right kind of men
the uprising would never have taken place. In many cases their treatment of the
Indians was calculated to have the most injurious effect — some of them treating
the Indians like dogs — never 2szpeaking to them without an oath, and paying no
regard whatever to their word.
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Among specific complaints presented by Cameron were unfulfilled treaty prom-
ises. One of these was from Poundmaker: “We entreat Your Honor to send him
the grist mill with the horse—power you kindly presented him at Cypress We ex-
pected it last summer, but in vain.”? The litany of incompetence in the North-
West was so pronounced that the process of distribution had become chaotic: “In

other words, our agents in the North-West, in charge of the Indian Department
were so indolent, so lazy, so indifferent and so careless that they dehvered to
some bands of Indians far more of one class of tool than they required.”?

Seeds and rations were sometimes sent in a half-rotten state. Instead of fresh
meat, rancid meat was frequently supplied. Cameron blamed the continued sick-
ness among the Natives on this supply of poor food: “In other words we fed the
Indians on salt pork until they became sick unto death, and then we fed them on
fresh beef to restore them to health again.”” From Battleford, Poundmaker re-
ported that “{t]he flour was inferior and of light weight.””

The response from the government attempted to answer comprehensively
each of the accusations levelled by Cameron. It countered every charge of corrup-
tion and mismanagement with its own statements to the contrary, citing local
newspapers, settlers and Indian agents. It then attacked Cameron’s motives and
suggested he was attempting to incite the Natives to further fighting. There was
absolutely no admission of any complicity on the government’s part.

Changing Attitudes of the NWMP and the Canadian Government

Why did the unique and relatively harmonious relationship between the
NWMP and the Natives change around 1885? The NWMP’s earliest dealings with
the Natives had been tolerable.” By eradicating the whiskey traders such as those
involved in the Cypress Hills Massacre, the police had been able to show the Na-
tives they would protect them. They were helpful in establishing the government
in the territory and assisting with the making of the treaties. They were also sen-
sitive to the problems on the reserves in the early years as they tried to protect the
Natives from dishonest traders and known offenders. The police acted as protec-
tors, not persecutors. This was true of the rank and file as well as the officers. Un-
der Colonel Macleod’s tutelage (1876-80), “[t]he Indians were given time to
understand white laws ... his enlightened and humane outlook was in sharp con-
trast to the police and Indian officials” attitudes of insufferable superiority which
began to surface after the 1885 Rebellion.””

This tradition of fair dealing and tolerance for Native culture was significant
for the police, especially since their beliefs and lifestyle were so different from
that of the Natives. Though paternalistic, the police showed admiration for the
Natives” hunting and survival skills and the way they could live off the land. The
NWMP were, in the tradition of the “Tory fragment,” to preserve class distinc-
tions yet respect differences:

The Police officers were determined that the Canadian plains would not have a
classless society such as that which they thought existed in the American West.
There were many disparaging remarks in their reports about the lack of
discipline and social order South of the border; they were determined that it
would be different in their jurisdiction.”

This Toryism viewed society as a growing organism with functionally related
parts that needed to be protected and nourished, not something having differences

97



to be removed. Such had been the American experience that the NWMP resisted,
but perhaps more importantly, the cultural baggage the police carried with them
onto the plains included preconceived images of the Natives without the experience
of living with them. Thus they were free from the negative stereotypes of Native
peoples that were common throughout the West: “The Police soon gained a reputa-
tion for incorruptibility, partly because they were totally removed from the influ-
ence of local prejudice and manipulation.”*

Slowly, this tolerance and understanding began to erode. As government poli-
cies failed, the Natives came into conflict with the law more frequently. The coming
of the railway and the early trickle of white settlers were harbingers of the signifi-
cant change that was to follow. During the era of contact up to 1890, with the excep-
tion of 1886 and the arrests made in connection with the resistance, the rate of
Native arrests for some years was as low as 3 percent and never higher than 32 per-
cent. The high arrests for Natives in 1879-80 occurred during the years of the worst
starvation on reserves.”' What did increase significantly were the arrests for whites.
Overall there were more arrests in the West as railway workers and settlers ran
afoul of the law and came into conflict with the Natives. The West became a terri-
tory of increased instability as the white population grew. These settlers and
workers also brought with them heightened anti-Native sentiments:

The sad fact is that Western Canada’s much lauded history of peaceful and enlight-
ened Indian relations did not rest on the tolerance and understanding of early set-
tlers... If it had not been for the influence of the Mounted Police it is hard to avoid
the conclusion that Indian wars would have broken out in the Canadian West 3

Reserve life changed both the Natives and the NWMP. Pressures grew on both
groups as government policies proved unsuccessful in providing a new economic
base for the Natives. Inevitably, as the Natives grew dissatisfied, they presented the
police with a potentially volatile situation, and hence the NWMP had to watch them
more closely. The police appeared on the reserves more often to arrest offenders. By
the mid-1880s the relationship between the Mounties and Nahves had changed:
“[tIhe Policeman was now someone more to fear than to welcome.”®

The Mounties” perception of the Natives changed as well. At first they still saw
some evidence of their image of the “noble savage.” Some Natives were still able
to live off the buffalo and carry on their life in nature, which was envied by those
romantics of Victorian society who had joined the force to see precisely this. The
free movement of the Native was something these men had heard about in boy-
hood stories but, when the Native lost his freedom as he went on the reserve,
there was a gradual loss of respect by the police for this once noble savage. Desti-
tute, starving Natives dependent on government assistance no longer fit the
image the Mounties had read about. It became harder for these Victorian police-
men to respect a people who had virtually become a welfare society:

No longer is there the breathless sense of adventure that is so striking in the first
reports and biographies of the early Police. Gone, too, is the tone of respect for a
proud warrior people. The Police after 1885, in most cases were still scrupulously
fair in their dealings with the Indians, but their early emphasis on understanding
began to be replaced by one of coercion.*

The NWMP treatment of the Natives thus became less respectful and more cal-
lous. Where their attitude had once been different from that of the government,
the two perspectives now became almost indistinguishable. The police gradually
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became little more than agents of ineffective government policy. This began with
harsher sentencing in the mid-1880s and escalated into a more frequent use of
force against the Natives toward the end of the century. While ranchers and po-
lice wanted contented, well-fed Natives, government policy resulted in dissatis-
fied, starving Natives whose movements were restricted as their grinding
poverty continued unalleviated. In an attempt to get them to work, the govern-
ment was keeping them in a state of starvation. By the use of the pass system, the
government had clearly shown a flagrant disregard for the liberty of the Native:

[the pass law} ... had no validity in law and ran directly counter to the promise
made to the Indians that they would still be free to roam the Plains. It came dan-
gerously close to a policy of apartheid.®

As 1885 approached, what had once been a relatively harmonious situation
had already shown signs of deterioration. The Natives, through the treaties,
thought they had negotiated government assistance for a new economic base, but
what resulted were greater restrictions in all facets of their life and in areas that
had no apparent relation to the agricultural society towards which they were
ready to work:

They were compelled by the Police to stay away from cattle ranges; they were
compelled by agents, through the threat of loss of their rations, to work at the oc-
cupation of farming for which both they and the land were not suited {sic}; they
were compelied to send their children to schools which they did not like; they
were compelled to remain on their reserves unless given a pass by the agent. This
was the price of harmony in the Canadian West.*

The Aboriginal participation in the events of 1885 was not solely responsible
for the severe deterioration of NWMP-Native relations; instead, government poli-
cies that were massive failures promoted distrust. What seems apparent, how-
ever, is that white authorities thought the Natives actually deserved tougher and
more callous treatment. The situation may not have been so bad had the Natives
been viewed as a force separate from Riel and the Métis, but leaders like Dewd-
ney were able to misrepresent the nature of Native participation in 1885. The rest
was history: “The golden era of harmony with the Indians was at an end.”” As
the police lost respect for the Natives, they were also no longer their protectors or
as sympathetic to the Native cause.

By the 1890s, government officials were convinced that Aboriginal behaviour
justified their policies. They believed the Natives’ cultural traditions were to
blame, and economic programs were of secondary concern to those determined
to change that culture. The agricultural policies were geared not to establishing a
vibrant economy on the reserve, but towards breaking up the collectivism of
tribal life and replacing it with individualism. The pass system effectively suc-
ceeded in making all Natives act according to restrictions usually reserved for the
undesirables of society or its criminals. Resistance to the pass laws was nearly im-
possible since the already starving Natives could be cut off from any rations at
all. Assimilation was the goal usually mentioned to justify policies, but what in
fact resulted was an accentuation of differences between white and Native. In the
eyes of older Natives, industrial schools had attempted to make their own chil-
dren despise the life and beliefs of their parents. Also, traditional Native author-
ity was further undermined by the humiliation of chiefs who were unable to
exercise authority over the more restless and dissatisfied young persons. Yet,
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there were many official complaints directed to Indian agents and government
officials who, heeding the warnings of Hayter Reed, remained unresponsive.

By the 1890s, there was little compassion from the Indian Department for the
plight of the plains Natives. White settlement was proceeding rapidly at exactly
the same time that the failures of the reserve system became most evident. The
irony of assimilation stood starkly against the new facts that were there for all in
the North-West to see:

The sad fact is that by the 1890s there was reason, certainly from the Police per-
spective, for enforcing a separation between races. By the 1890s the Indians had
the choice of capitulating to reservation life or of shirking agricultural duties and
living like scavengers off the reserve, finding occasional game and dead cattle, or
begging, stealing and killing cattle. The Indian off the reserve had become an
automatic threat to the settlers. The Indians in the towns often encountered the
worst element of white society and some appeared eager to pick up their habits.
Certainly the Indian Department, because of this, thought that its moral responsi-
bility to segregate Indians transcended treaty obligations.*®

The decade of the 1880s saw “the human rights of the Indians, as well as the
treaty promises, sacrificed in deference to the success of the National Policy.”*
Yet, from 1885-95, there was little violence from reserve Natives who had re-
signed themselves to the tragedy that had evolved. When that peace was broken,
the violence came with full force against the Natives rather than from them.

The Almighty Voice Incident

The deteriorating relations between the Natives, the government and the
NWMP culminated in an incident in 1897 that involved a Cree by the name of
Almighty Voice.

The incident began when Almighty Voice killed a cow, for Natives were not
allowed to sell or kill cattle without the permission of their agents. For this act, he
was arrested by the NWMP and held in jail at Duck Lake. He subsequently es-
caped when, as the story goes, he was told he would hang for the offense. Over
the next two years he killed five policemen as he tried to elude arrest. He had
vowed he would never give himself up and would rather die than fall into the
hands of the Mounties. Almighty Voice was pursued by 200 policemen who, hav-
ing located him, bombarded his hideout with 9-pound guns until he was killed.

There are a number of reports describing this incident contained in NWMP and
government records. Newspapers of the time reported the journalistic facts but,
as with other situations concerning Native history, the fuller portrait is not
widely known. Most of these histories focus primarily on the facts that begin with
the killing of the cow. Thus the apparent criminal act is the main point and the
aftermath justifies the actions of the police. In this sense the story is dramatic and
ends with the Mounties getting their man: a story of resolution. The story, how-
ever, becomes more realistic, if less dramatic, if it takes its starting point further
back in time. Then it is placed in perspective against the problems facing not only
Almighty Voice, but also many other Natives. What makes the incident stand out
is the way the police handled the situation. It also shows how the Natives’ behav-
iour toward the police had changed. They no longer had the same regard for the
NWMP and were much more willing to shoot in anger at these law enforcers.

Almighty Voice was unlucky from the start. He was the grandson of One
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Arrow, the Cree who had participated alongside Riel during the Battle of Batoche
on 9-12 May 1885. As a result of their alleged participation in the rebellion, One
Arrow and his band were seen by the police as troublemakers, to be watched
closely. Government officials and the NWMP were determined to make an exam-
ple of the Cree on One Arrow Reserve

The Indian agent responsible for the One Arrow Reserve was unsympathetic
toward these Natives and their claims that they fought with Riel because their
cattle had been taken and that without them they would have starved. As punish-
ment for their part in the rebellion, the government proposed that the Cree of
One Arrow’s band be moved and amalgamated with the Beardy Reserve. This
was rejected by the band, but the government, through Indian Agent Rae, persist-
ed in efforts to achieve this end. The Cree were enticed by promises that their
chief would be released from prison if they agreed to the move and that if they
did not comply, rations would be refused. Yet, even with these threats, the Cree
remained adamant in their refusal.

There were other tensions on the One Arrow Reserve. Rae was rumoured to
have been sleeping with a number of Native women, and in the early 1890s the
agents had been instructed not to distribute rations unless the Natives appeared
at the store in a clean state. There were also problems with the schools on the re-
serve and lack of attendance was a complaint of the local clergy. Cree on the One
Arrow Reserve were seen as troublemakers. It was against this backdrop that the
story of Almighty Voice must be understood. He was from a band which had
been labelled as dangerous by government agents. His acts and those of his pur-
suers should not be looked at in isolation.

On 22 October 1895, Almighty Voice and a companion, Flying Cloud, were ar-
rested for stealing a cow from a nearby settler and were imprisoned at Duck Lake.
A week later, Almighty Voice escaped from jail, because he was told that he would
be sentenced to death for his actions. While this may have been possible, it was
highly improbable. What is more likely is that Almighty Voice, like many Natives,
had a great fear of imprisonment, as it was a terrible punishment for a people who
knew no such banishment. It was also a place associated with death and disease.

The NWMP immediately began their pursuit of the escaped Native. He was
considered dangerous by the police and it was known he was likely to resist untit
killed. Almighty Voice was followed to the One Arrow Reserve by Sergeant Cole-
brook and interpreter Frangois Dumont. They located Almighty Voice and the
sergeant moved in to arrest him, even though the Native warned that he would
shoot if the Mountie advanced any further. The warning was not heeded; Cole-
brook was shot through the neck and died instantly.

The NWMP began a massive hunt for Almighty Voice, offering a reward of
$250. On past occasions the Natives were assured they would be dealt with fairly
if they cooperated with the Mounties, but in this instance it was clear the police
would get no such assistance; in fact, the Natives were keeping them away from
Almighty Voice. Indeed, the police felt the Natives of the area had grown defiant
and more independent as the manhunt wore on. Though extensive surveillance
of the reserve was undertaken and efforts to follow all leads were pursued, no
clues or traces of the offender were found. One policeman suggested giving up
the hunt.
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Finally the police were informed of suspicious behaviour on the One Arrow
Reserve. On 28 May 1897, the police closed in on the area and saw Almighty
Voice flee after he had fired on the police, wounding their interpreter, Napoleon
Venne. The Mounties followed three Natives to a poplar copse situated in an
open field, which they then surrounded. It was towards evening and the police
were ordered to open fire on the bush and move in slowly. A small army stood
around the poplar bluff with a 7-pound and a 9-pound gun. On one of many
charges on the bush, two more men were killed: Constable Kerr and the volun-
teer postmaster, Ernest Grundy. As the police prepared to move in, the haunting
chant of Almighty Voice’s mother could be heard from a nearby hill, reminding
her son of the tradition of bravery among the Cree people. She was joined for a
time in her chants by her son. At 6:00 AM. Constable Smith ordered the sur-
rounding rifles and cannon to open fire. When the smoke cleared the police
moved in to discover three dead Natives. Two of them had been dead for some
time, apparently killed by cannon shell fragments; the third, found further away,
had also been dead for some time. They were “blown up on May 30, 1897.”

This event was representative of a new and uncaring pattern of police behav-
iour towards the Natives. Since 1885, this attitude had grown from the circum-
stances that accompanied the settlement of the West and the government policy
that determined the way the NWMP would treat the Natives. It was an event that
showed how the Natives had lost faith in the NWMP — men they had once
trusted and a force that had once protected them:

Almighty Voice, in his last moments, does become symbol for his people, a sym-
bol of a once proud race hurling futile defiance at the Government’s attempts to
recycle them into wards of the state. It is hard to endow Almighty Voice with no-
bility, but he did, at the end, epitomize the Indian protest against the inevitability
of the new era, against the coercion of the Police and the Indian Department,
against the systematic destruction of Indian culture.?

The years 1885-97 were a time when the Natives waited to see how they
would be included in the society that was moving westward, but they were years
of waiting for the fulfillment of promises that would never come.
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Captain Howard with the Gatling gun used at Batoche (National Archives of Canada, C-1882).
Captain Howard shown here was with the United States army and was in the Canadian West during 1885

promoting the rapid-fire Gatling gun that was very effectively used at the Battle of Batoche. The Gatling gun

was also brought by Colonel Otter to the Battle of Cut Knife Hill, though it did little good there, as his men were
driven from the battlefield by the Cree.
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“The murder of Payne, the farm instructor, at his own house on the Stony Reserve,” by William R.
Rutherford. “The house and surroundings sketched on the spot, 30 May 1885” (Glenbow Archives,
P-1390-33).

William Rutherford, the artist, was with the North-West Field Force, and could not have witnessed many of the
scenes he portrayed, although he passed through some of the areas after the events that he sketched.
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“Struggle between Payne and his murderer for the possession of a rifle in his house prior to his being
shot,” by William R. Rutherford. “The building sketched on the spot 30 May 1885" (Glenbow
Archives, P-1390-34).
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“Barney Tremont’s ranch, 7 miles from Battleford where he was murdered by 5 Stonies while greasing
the axle of his wagon,” by William R. Rutherford. “Sketched on the spot 30 May 1885” (Glenbow
Archives, P-1390-40).
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“Escape of Applegarth the farm instructor, and his wife from the Red Pheasant Reserve. Red Pheasant
and Brave helping him to get off from the Stony Indians who pursued him,” by William R.
Rutherford. “Sketched on the spot 29.8.85, from details given by Red Pheasant” (Glenbow Archives,
P-1390-41).
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Chief Poundmaker with his fourth wife, ca. 1884 (National Archives of Canada, PA-66596).
Poundmaker was the leader of a tribe of Cree who settled on a reserve in the Battleford area. When the fighting
in 1885 broke out, many local Métis and Cree people came to his camp for protection as they feared an
American-style campaign against them. Ironically it was Poundmaker who was attacked by Colonel Otter, even
though he tried to stay away from the fighting and to keep his men peaceful. In spite of the evidence to this effect
supplied by the local farm instructor, Robert Jefferson, he was imprisoned by Canadian authorities, as were other
Cree leaders even though evidence against them was flimsy.
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Big Bear, taken in Stony Mountain Penitentiary, Manitoba, 1886, photo by Hall and Lowe (Manitoba
Archives, NA 1315-17).

Shorn of his shoulder-length hair to humiliate him, Big Bear was imprisoned at Stony Mountain Penitentiary
even though there was considerable evidence to suggest that he protected lives and tried to prevent violence.
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Theresa Delaney and Theresa Gowanlock, whose husbands were among the nine men killed at Frog Lake early in
April 1885, were taken hostage by the Plains Cree of Big Bear's band for two months. Rumours that circulated
about their “fate worse than death” during this time served to galvanize weary, footsore soldiers. The two
women and a large party of Métis and Aboriginal hostages parted company with the moving Cree camp under
cover of fog one morning and travelled for three days until NWMP scouts stumbled upon them. Although the
women announced immediately that they had met with little suffering and coped well, this was not the overall
impression left in their published account of later that year, which stressed their suffering and privation
(Glenbow Archives, NA-1480-31).
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SEVEN

Fort Battleford as an Historic Site

Myth deprives the object of which it speaks of all History. In it history evapo-
rates. It is a kind of ideal servant; it prepares all things, brings them, lays them
out, the master arrives, it silently disappears: all that is left for one to do is to
enjoy the beautiful object without wondering where it comes from.

Roland Barthes

It is not uncommon to have history and mythology in competition as we inter-
pret the past at our historic sites. Images of the past are constantly in the process of
change as each generation finds something new to tell or forgets a part of what was
there. Not surprisingly, when interpreting the history of sites like Fort Battleford
and Batoche, there are tensions among various ideologies as well as between re-
gional and central Canadian perspectives. Today, we increasingly find the Native
peoples’ point of view challenging the established versions of Canadian history.
One of the problems has been many of our national historic parks have become sa-
cred sites and serve, ideologically, to commemorate the past as the conquerors see
it. The many military sites in our system underline the empbhasis on history as the
chronical of winners and losers. Thus, in the wide range of potential nationalisms
that our historic sites present, some have been valorized and made available for
public consumption, while others have been ignored. The same symbol can of
course have many meanings depending on who is looking at it. History at our sites
ought to draw attention to the wide range of interpretations and the visitor can
choose to consider various meanings depending on his or her perspective and expe-
rience. A member of the NWMP, for example, who may have been within the stock-
ade at Battleford during the fighting in 1885, is likely to see a dramatically different
significance in the fort than might a local Cree who witnessed the hanging of eight
members of his tribe on the gallows within the stockade. Gradually there seems to
be a recognition of the importance of encouraging many meanings, drawing atten-
tion to complex and multivocal histories rather than staying with older monological
histories that invoke closure on meaning.

Up until the 1970s, the metropolitan thesis of Canadian history dominated the
narrative form, providing the framework for those anxious to relate how exploi-
tation of fish, furs, lumber and wheat produced a wealthy and prosperous
Canada. The consequences associated with development rarely appeared in the
pages. The predominant paradigm was national: what was best for the nation
was best for everyone. Local and regional attitudes were hardly ever considered.

Emerging regional perspectives during the 1970s began to challenge the one-
sided version of Canadian history produced by the metropolitanists, and the cost
of progress, not only to Natives, but to settlers as well began to be assessed. In the
early years of the decade, the story of the history of the Métis at Batoche changed
as more was discovered about the social and economic life of these pre-
Confederation westerners. No longer was the emphasis at the site on the military
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theme alone, nor was Batoche simply presented as the place where the Métis
were defeated. Indeed, the events of the so-called 1885 Rebellion took their place
alongside the social and economic history of the Métis. New research challenged
the dominant national myths held so dear that depicted these people as carefree,
hard-living, unpatriotic buffalo hunters. Moreover, the history as it related to the
public at the site no longer ended in 1885 with the Battle of Batoche, but extended
well beyond this watershed favoured by those who saw the Métis as an impedi-
ment to the development of the West.

At Fort Battleford myth and history clashed for ideological reasons and because
only one side of the story was emphasized in the established histories. The history
of Native people and especially their role in the events of 1885 altered the way in
which the official history of Fort Battleford was told. The myth of the Mounties rid-
ing triumphantly into a “savage” and “wild” West for the sake of a “civilized” na-
tion had to be deflated and reconsidered. Instead of being represented only as
heroes of law and order, it seemed more sensible and balanced to also show them
as agents of John A. Macdonald’s National Policy, which aimed at developing the
western hinterland for the national good. Historians studying Native people also
became more interested in examining not only how Natives changed as a result of
contact with the NWMP, but also how the Mounties and the society they repre-
sented changed in their attitudes towards Natives. Gradually, as the Native point of
view was better appreciated, a new history began to replace myth, a history that
presented many points of view rather than one. For years the history at Fort Battle-
ford was related to the public as though the Mounties had come into a void, the
context of their arrival and the reasons for their large numbers in the Battleford area
being only vaguely understood. This is not to suggest that outsiders alone are re-
sponsible for the one-sided history that existed for so many years. Anglo-Canadians
who held positions of power and influence in the West were no more interested in
Métis and Aboriginal history than were central Canadians who wrote most of the
mainstream histories. Most Anglo-Canadian westerners internalized the biases of
national history and reproduced them in schools and churches established during
the settlement era.

There were some exceptions, such as teacher and historian Campbell Innes,
who tried to have the Native point of view put forward in the interpretive pro-
gram at Fort Battleford. Though Innes was a member of the Historic Sites and
Monument Board from 1951-54, it appears his efforts remained largely unsuccess-
ful. He supported the move towards interpreting fur trade and Native history,
but there were many others who opposed his approach and favoured using Fort
Battleford solely to valorize the role of the NWMP. It proved difficult to challenge
the myth of the force and to place its role in a more balanced perspective. The
myth of the Mounties served the vision of the colonizers well, and while histori-
cal research might have helped to demystify their image somewhat, there were
few to write the new history and still fewer who were receptive to it.

The conflict between myth and history stood most starkly during the early
years when Fort Battleford was first recognized as a national historic site. In the
early 1950s, the Director of the Canadian Parks Service advised his Deputy Minis-
ter that Fort Battleford should be considered a site of national significance. The
focus was to be on the establishment of the fort and its construction. His memo
outlined a brief chronology of the fort, beginning with its founding by Walker
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and Frechette in 1876 with a troop of fourteen men and six horses. The fort ex-
panded and sub-posts were established at Carlton, Duck Lake and Prince Albert
in the next year, when the telegraph line reached Battleford. By 1878, the year in
which Battleford became the territorial capital of the North-West, the fort had
grown to contain a force of thirty-four men and forty-one horses. The director
mentioned in passing that the first stockade constructed in 1878 was built with
the assistance of Natives from Big Bear’s band. By the 1880s, greater energies
were expended on improving the stockade and buildings. As well, the fort was
honoured with a visit by the Marquis of Lorne and Princess Louise in 1883. The
seat of government was then moved to Regina as a result of the rerouting of the
CPR. Following the move the government buildings became the home of the first
Native industrial school, and in 1885 Battleford

became a very important centre and police from this point [the fort] went to Fort
Carlton and took part in the Battle of Duck Lake and settlers in the Battleford dis-
trict congregated at the police fort for protection. Battleford was besieged by the
Indians; relieved by General Middleton later in the early summer. Captain Nash
formed a Home Guard. Inspector Dickens, son of the novelist, Charles Dickens,
was stationed at Battleford and subsequently engaged the Indians at the Battle of
Cut Knife Hill not far from Battleford. Battleford was used as a base for the attack
on Big Bear at Loon Lake. Poundmaker made his offer to surrender. General Mid-
dleton arrived to dictate terms to Poundmaker. Eight Indians guilty of murder
were tried at Battleford and hanged.1

This thumbnail sketch of Battleford’s significance concluded with mention of
the 1886 arrival of “C” Division under Superintendent John Cotton. Then, in
1886, the stockade was removed. Until sometime between 1914 and 1916 the po-
lice post continued to operate, though with gradually declining importance. From
1914-16 to 1924 the post was supervised by a caretaker, “but as time went on,
they [the buildings] became a stomping ground for relic hunters.”” The property
was used for a variety of purposes until 1936, when it was transferred from the
federal government to the province of Saskatchewan. During this period the fort
fell into disrepair. In the mid-1940s, Campbell Innes initiated a drive to save the
remaining buildings with the purpose of using them to interpret the history of
the area. In 1945, the fort opened as a Native museum and police memorial, and
in 1948 the site was officially opened by Governor General Lord Alexander.

The memo reflects the metropolitan perspective. Highlighted are events initi-
ated by agents of the Canadian government, and the focus is on describing the es-
tablishment of Canadian authority through the NWMP and the territorial capital,
putting down western rebellion, building an industrial school, and narrating vis-
its of royalty into the empty North-West. It was history from a central Canadian
perspective — the West made safe for white settlement. The Canadian govern-
ment had chosen to commemorate the “civilization” of the West.

This was not, however, the way in which the history of Battleford was pre-
sented by Innes and those who began the move to have Battleford recognized as
nationally important. The initial project was to establish a Native museum along
with a “memorial” to the NWMP. Thus, the story was to be broader, and was to
include the history of those who were in the North-West before the Canadian
government arrived. In the promotional literature the history of the early occu-
pants was told:
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This locality is the home of the Cree Indian. In the early days they successfully
held back the Blackfoot. There are also tribes of Saulteaux, Assiniboine and Sioux,
with their long history and cultural development. The Indian Agency office is still
located here.?

Also mentioned in the prospectus of the museum was the significance of the fur
trade to the area:

Such early explorers as McGillivary, Pink, Cocking, Frobisher, Pond, Henry,
Pangman, Umfreville, Thompson and Harman passed up the North Saskatche-
wan and crossed to the Beaver River and Isle a la Crosse to Churchill. Their fur
post sites are still to be seen. It has been a pleasure to search for these and have
Professor A.S. Morton come up from Saskatoon and check them over. These posts
should be rebuilt or remarked, and the thrilling story of early days retold: Man-
chester House, Pine Island Post, Eagle Hills Post, Turtle Post, Buckingham House.
The rich fur and pemmican trade of the Hudson’s Bay and North-West Company
was centred in this part of the Saskatchewan River and of Green Lake, Isle a la
Crosse, Prince Albert and Edmonton.*

There was a real (if paternalistic) hope held by members of the Battleford His-
torical Society that presenting the history of Native people would assist them in
regaining pride in their traditions. The post-World War II consciousness evident
in the promotional literature clearly saw education as a way not only to avoid
catastrophes of war, but also to raise the Natives from the spiritual and material
depression it was thought many suffered:

In order to fit the cultural needs of the Indians it is felt here this program should
be enlarged. Our increasing number of visitors is evidence that the sphere of re-
search be enlarged. There are frequent students of Indian lore visiting here. In-
dian handicrafts need developing in our schools. This museum may become a
central place for exhibitions and sale of their work. All this will tend to make
their racial consciousness share in our Canadian Unity. Creative art and Indian
folklore will always have an important place here. At present there is an urgent
need to assist in saving valued individual collections. As you are aware collectors

from across the borders do carry away so much which has its place in western
Canada.

Thus it was the need for a Native museum that prompted these early preser-
vationists, not only the need to establish a North West Mounted Police site. This
was expressed many times by Innes, but particularly so in a 1949 letter to Dr.
Keenleyside, Chairman of the Historic Sites and Monuments Board (HSMB) of
Canada:

Today so many citizens are anxious to forward collections and various articles in-
terpretive of Indian life. Its scholars are assisting in various ways. It is so neces-
sary that such material may be studied and properly classified in the next three
months before the rush of visitors. Besides there is the general furnishing of the
Indian Museum Building. You will note that the Administration has an Indian
Committee or Division. Your Department is free to make additions or changes
and to initiate your own policy. Your Department may take the control or the
members of the Division may carry on any policy you so initiate to advance this
phase of National life®

Motivated by a desire to present a comprehensive picture of the history of the
North-West, the Battleford Historical Society pressed on with great energy and
initiative towards the establishment of an historic site at the fort. In the early
years it did not always have a firm financial commitment from the government,
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but eventually the society was able to operate with funds from local subscribers,
the provincial government and eventually the federal government.

The work of Innes was remarkable. In the period from 1945 to 1951, when the
site was taken over by the federal government, he wrote scores of letters to politi-
cians and bureaucrats for amounts of money to assist in stabilizing, furnishing,
acquiring, and preserving the buildings and their contents.

In the early years immediately after the war, assistance to preserve buildings
came from the newly elected Co-operative Commonwealth Federation govern-
ment of Tommy Douglas. This happened after numerous requests to the federal
government failed. After considerable lobbying, the HSMB still thought the fort
was of local interest only, stating in 1948: “It is suggested that there should be
sufficient local interest in Saskatchewan to take care of [the] Police Memorial and
Indian Museum of Battleford.”” Then Innes, as spokesperson for the local histori-
cal society, applied to have funding awarded to Battleford on the basis of its
status as a museum. In a memo written to Keenleyside, he stated that the
museum had raised $8,000 in 1949, made up of $600 from local subscriptions as
well as a $5,000 grant from the Saskatchewan government. Innes asked the board
for an additional $2,000, half of which was to go to pay an “Indian curator or
keen student of Indian lore.”*

In 1949, in response to the persistence of Innes, the HSMB adopted the follow-
ing resolution at its annual meeting:

That this Board recommends to the Department that through the National Mu-
seum and the cooperation of the Indian Affairs Branch and the National Parks
Service, they consider the establishment over the years of a series of local or
branch Indian museums at what seems to be the strategic points, of which the
Committee appointed by this board suggested that Battleford should be one’

After long negotiations between J.H. Brockelbank, Saskatchewan’s Minister of
Natural Resources, and Robert Winters, the federal government’s Minister of
Natural Resources and Development, the site was plaqued and the land trans-
ferred from the provincial government to the federal Department of Indian Af-
fairs. The plaque read:

On May 24, 1948, this memorial to the North West Mounted Police was officially
opened by His Excellency Field Marshall the Right Honourable, Viscount Alexan-
der of Tunis, K.S. Governor General of Canada. The work of restoring this his-
toric fort established in 1876 as district headquarters by Sub-Inspector James
Walker NWMP was begun in 1945 by the Government of Saskatchewan under the
direction of the Honourable ].L. Phelps, Minister of Natural Resources.

On July 1, 1951 this monument was transferred to the government of Canada to
be maintained as a national historic park.'’

Yet, in spite of all the work done by the local community to write its own history,
there was no mention of Native people in this first commemoration.

Several brochures and pamphlets produced for the site still tried to present a
broader contextual framework for the history interpreted at the fort, but gradu-
ally the emphasis shifted towards the history of the police themselves as high-
lighted by the first plaque. Directions from Ottawa continued to be unresponsive
to the broader history of the area as a whole. The emphasis on the NWMP, en-
trenched in the 1950s, continued through the 1960s and 1970s. It was not until the
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1980s that the original intention of including Native history at Battleford again
emerged and was integrated into the storyline. Generally the evolution of the in-
terpretation and commemoration at Fort Battleford reinforces the trends noted by
CJ. Taylor’s “National Historic Parks and Sites, 1880-1951: The Biography of a
Federal Cultural Program.” A distinctly centralist bias in the recommendations of
the HSMB emerged over the years, one that seemed unable to decentre itself
enough to recognize the regional nature of Canada’s varied cultural traditions.
As a result, those areas underrepresented by the board were ignored — regions
such as Quebec, the Atlantic provinces and the West. Controversy in the 1920s
over whether or not to commemorate sites of the 1885 North-West campaign had
a lasting effect even two decades later. The problems persisted and regional pre-
servationists had to lobby vigorously to be heard. On some occasions, such as the
commemoration of the 1885 Rebellion, the board was able to offend more than
one region:

A controversy ... arose over the commemoration of a series of sites connected
with the Northwest Rebellion of 1885. The interpretation of these sites exhibited a
distinct English Canadian bias and was rooted in an Ontarian based nationalism
which saw the rebellions as an obstacle to the material evolution of Canada. This
ran counter to the views of Quebec nationalists who viewed Louis Riel as a
French Canadian martyr and to native Canadians whose legitimate grievances
were ignored.u

A dismissal of the regional perspective in explaining the causes for the fighting
in 1885 was evident in the emphasis given to the interpretation of other sites in the
West. The tendency to overlook the role of the Natives (which even the whites in
the West were anxious to understand) was a general problem. The composition of
the board was primarily responsible for its inability to include other points of view.
This helped explain the difficulties faced by people like Innes:

Given the inherent bias of the members to emphasize the history of their own
neighbourhoods, it is not surprising that the prairie provinces received only a
small proportion of national historic sites in the years leading up to the Second
World War. Moreover, the sites that were designated were likely to be inter-
preted from perspectives alien to regional/historical traditions. This is just what
happened in the case of the Northwest Rebellion sites in Saskatchewan which
embroiled the board in some of its most virulent controversies. It was a difficult
episode for the board for not only did it result in unfavourable publicity, but it
forced the members to face the possible conflict between the historical and ideo-
logical significance of a site. Usually the historical events associated with a poten-
tial site involved the board in a discourse of subjective interpretation. In the case
of Cut Knife Hill and Batoche commemorations, discussions became polemics.12

By the 1950s, the Massey Commission began to analyze the state of heritage
preservation in Canada. It drafted recommendations intended to make historical
commemoration more representative of all regions of Canada, but especially of
Quebec and the West. Unfortunately, the final report of the board, whose overall
perspective remained predominantly centralist, was vague and indecisive regard-
ing how best to achieve better representation for regional interests. The criticisms
of a centralist focus had been made known in hearings held across Canada:

The presentations at regional hearings, on the other hand tended to note the in-
ability of the Historic Sites and Monuments Board to represent regional peculiari-
ties. They also dwelt on the presentation aspect of the program which was of
little interest to the custodians of culture on the Massey Commission.!?
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But the points made to the commission, while heard and apparently appreciated,
were not dealt with:

The resulting report on the historic sites programs, which passed along criticisms
gathered at regional hearings as well as including the commissioner’s own analy-
sis, made little effort to reconcile these two perspectives with the result that it
presented a confusing array of opinions and recommendations.™

The commissioners saw themselves as “custodians of culture” and were attempt-
ing to foster a unified national outlook in their recommendations. It never oc-
curred to them that greater regional expression might lead to a strengthened
sense of community within the larger national framework.

In the 1980s, the move was towards a more contextual approach to the inter-
pretation of history at Fort Battleford. The program looks more like the com-
memorative program developed during the Innes years. There is the recognition
of Native and fur-trade history before the NWMP arrived and the story includes
more than one point of view.
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CONCLUSION

The mythic Canadian West where the Mounties heroically arrive bringing law
and order as well as “civilization” to the land has proved hard to dislodge.
Mountie images on everything from tea towels to refrigerator magnets for sale in
tourist shops across this country serve as a sharp reminder of just how powerful
and entrenched a national symbol the mounted policeman remains. Myth makers
are still writing history to remind us of lessons that they believe need to be
learned from the past, myth in these cases serving the cause of morality. The
myths created from the past are deeply encoded with messages about who we
are as Canadians and how we should act. The “March West” of 1874 has long
stood, and continues to stand, for a new moral and cultural order that the NWMP
brought to what was portrayed as an empty land, this in spite of considerable
evidence from contemporary prairie dwellers and even missionaries who were
astonished at just how cumbersome and incompetent the march onto the prairies
in fact was.

Myths and myth makers often serve the ideologies of those who hold power and
those who want that power to appear to be naturally and legitimately theirs. Their
myths are built around “real people” and “real incidents” but these people and inci-
dents are carefully “constructed” to include the facts that support the mythology
and to selectively ignore those facts that might obstruct the clarity of the image.

Both myth makers and historians rely on the “facts” of the past. But historians
by their craft are required to be vigilant about the “facts” and must deal with all
of the “facts.” Historians cannot simply tell a story to preserve a pure image, they
must deal with all the information, all the facts, and must often be content to ex-
plain the great complexity of history, if necessary. Most importantly, the historian
must present the context of historical events along with the multifaceted causality
of history. The NWMP, for example, did not simply arrive in the West but were
part of larger colonial and imperial enterprises that characterized much of the
nineteenth century.

For the myth maker, time and context are unimportant. The Mountie in the
tourist gift shop and the historical NWMP are one and the same, the image signi-
fied by either of them is what remains important. The Mountie signifies the law
and order that Anglo-Canadians envisioned for the West, a law and order they
thought the West needed. They were sent out to “maintain the right” for those
who held power in central Canada and were about to hold power in the Cana-
dian West. The myth maker, as Roland Barthes points out in the headnote to
chapter 7, wants his image to remain above mere history.

At Fort Battleford, myth and history collided because the Mountie of the myth
makers excluded the stories of many people, especially the history of the NWMP
as they were seen by Métis and Aboriginal people of the prairies. As the complex-
ity of the history at Fort Battleford is revealed through the history that the Cree
and Métis tell, the image of the Mounties as harbingers of law and order or as
agents of civilization is challenged. There already were laws in the West and
there already were significant and varied cultures with a long presence on the
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prairies. Aboriginal groups had their own systems of government and of making
and enforcing laws.

As the voices of First Nations’ peoples are heard, the national narratives that had
excluded them have had to adjust to accommodate their version of the past. Mean-
ings and (establishing) the significance of events has changed as the result of the
new perspectives. The history of the West has become more complex as more
people are heard and as their point of view comes to be tolerated. The history of the
West was no longer about the “great” settlement of the West but it was also about
what happened to those who were already there. As Patricia Limerick points out in
the headnote that begins this book, the inheritance of these original settlers does not
only include great men, great events and great development, but it also includes a
world on the brink of environmental disaster with pollutants, pesticides, a depleted
ozone layer and nuclear waste. All of this does not easily evoke clear images of
“progress” nor does the way of life of prairie tribes seem as unreasonable as it was
once portrayed.

The myth of the Mounties needs to be balanced off against the historical evi-
dence that shows them to be no more and no less than men of their times who car-
ried the cultural baggage of the Victorian era they were part of. They are not and
should not remain above history. They shared many — now discredited — ideas
about race, gender and culture. As times change, so do attitudes, and the image of
the Mountie should not remain timeless or above time; such myth making only
leads to the intolerance inherent in the view that time does not change culture and
society, and that new attitudes or ideas need not be entertained. Replacing myth
with history is not intended to discredit the Mounties but rather return them to the
less valorized context of being human (along with the rest of us), instead of on the
pedestal where they have been for too long.
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This replica of the 1888 map is published to commemorate the One Hundredth
Anniversary of the founding of the North-West Mounted Police on August 30, 1873
and to salute the long and distinguished record of service to Canada by this Force and
its present descendant, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

It shows the patrol system at its fullest development. It also displays the period of

transition, showing many of the features of the old western frontier before the growing
tide of settlement had radically changed the appearance of the land.

One of the most imsornnt features on the map is the location of the 49th Parallel of
Latitude, or the Medicine Line, as the Indians called it. This was surveyed in 1872-74
by the North American Boundary Commission, which marked the line by a row of

carth mounds, about six feet high, every two or three miles. At the height of the patrol
system, the entire border area from the Ontario boundary 800 miles westward to the

ocky Mountains was covered by the North-West Mounted Police. One result was a
significant reduction in smuggling and horse stealing, two of the most common crimes
of the period. This map was an essential aid to all detachments and men on patrol.




THE MYTH OF THE MOUNTIES as neutral arbiters between Aboriginal

peoples and incoming settlers remains a cornerstone of the western

Canadian narrative of a peaceful frontier experience that differs
dramatically from its American equivalent. Walter Hildebrandt eviscerates
this myth, placing the NWMP and early settlement in an international
framework of imperialist plunder and the imposition of colonialist ideology.
Fort Battleford, as an architectural endeavour, and as a Euro-Canadian settle-
ment, oozed British-and central Canadian values. The Mounties, like the
Ottawa government that paid their salaries, “were in the West to assure that
a new cultural template of social behaviour would replace the one they
found.” The newcomers were blind to the cultural values and material achieve-
ments of the millennia-long residents of the North-West. Unlike their fur
trade predecessors, the settler state had little need to respect or accommo-
date Aboriginal people. Following policies that resulted in starvation for
Natives, the colonizers then responded brutally to the uprising of some of
the oppressed in 1885. Hildebrandt’s ability to view these events from the
indigenous viewpoint places the Mounties, the Canadian state, and the
regional settlement experience under an entirely different spotlight.

Walter Hildebrandt uses Fort Battleford as a lens through which to view the
changes in the late 19th-century North-West caused by the arrival of Canadian
federal authority. And he pulls no punches, calling this process by its proper
name: imperial conquest. In listening carefully to the voices of the dispossessed
First Nations and Metis peoples, Hildebrandt offers a challenge to the cherished
myth of peaceful Canadian westward expansion.

— Andrew Grayhbill, author of Policing the Great Plains: Rangers,
Mounties, and the North American Frontier, 1875-1910
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