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Abstract 

This study examines Metis-Clergy interaction in the Cana­

dian North-West. Background chapters discuss the origins 

of the Metis, the nature of Métis society, and the Catholic 

missionary effort to 1845. Chapter III examines, among 

related topics, the nature of Catholic missionary activity 

as perceived by missionaries in the field. Chapters IV 

and V center on Métis-Clergy relations at five important 

locations. These chapters examine: the objectives of the 

clergy in their work among Métis; clerical responsibilities 

and initiatives; Métis society at mission-settlements; 

Métis religious practices; educational and other services 

at missions, provided primarily by Sisters; and other topics 

bearing on Métis-Clergy interaction. It is maintained that, 

to a significant extent, a state of interdependency in 

important matters prevailed between the Métis and the Clergy 

at mission-settlements. One can also observe a long-term 

state of 'cultural conflict' between priests and their 

parishioners. The former regarded sedentary ways as abso­

lutely essential for a truly Christian community to function; 

while the Métis would not abandon traditional voyaging ways 

to accommodate their priests. The clergy necessarily 

adapted to the Metis way of life, even to the extent of 

customarily accompanying hunting expeditions. Nonetheless, 

they and their parishioners continued to adhere to conflicting 

basic values, thereby introducing an element of underlying 

tension into Métis-Clergy relations. 
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Preface 

The purpose of this study is to examine the nature of 

interaction between the Catholic clergy and the Métis 
2 

in the Canadian North-West thereby providing a perspec­
tive to the relationship of the Catholic clergy to Métis 

3 society between 1845 and 1885. 

The first three chapters examine the appearance of 

the Métis as a separate and distinct group; the nature of 

Métis society; and various characteristics of the Catholic 

clergy and their missionary effort. The focus then shifts 

to aspects of Métis-Clergy interaction at five important 

missions - Lac Ste-Anne, St-Albert, St-Laurent de Grandin, 

St-Antoine de Padoue (at Batoche) and St-Jean-Baptiste 

(at Ile à la Crosse). The first four missions listed 

primarily served local Metis populations; while St-Jean-

Baptiste served both Indians and Métis, the former to a 

numerically greater extent. A careful consideration of 

affairs at these missions reveals the representative and 

significant elements of Métis-Clergy relations in the North-

West as a whole. 

The primary source material consulted for this study 

consists almost solely of correspondence and other documents 

written by priests and Sisters who served at the missions 

listed above. Since Metis left very few records touching 

on the topic at hand, this approach was essential. The 

absence of the views of Métis concerning their relations 

with the clergy is certainly most unfortunate; but often 

the clergy's writings about their activities indicate di­

rectly, or by implication, attitudes and actions of the 

Métis which are revealing and pertinent. 
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This study is the first of a projected two-part 

examination of Mêtis-Clergy relations in the Canadian 

North-West emphasizing the situation at the village of 

Batoche and vicinity. 

The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance 

provided to him by various persons during the research 

and writing of this study. Abbé Rene Peeters and Lionel 

Dorge were most attentive and helpful to me when I 

consulted the holdings of the Archives de l'Archevêché de 

St-Boniface. Father Gaston Carrière, O.M.I., Archivist 

of the Archives Deschâtelets in Ottawa, was similarly 

considerate and his assistance, which extended beyond my 

research at the Archives, was rewarding. Frits Pannekoek 

provided pertinent advice on the format of the study and 

introduced me to the physical setting of the Batoche-

St-Laurent settlements. In particular, I am indebted 

to Diane Payment, who provided me with the results of her 

research at the Archives des Soeurs Grises de Montréal; 

advised me on numerous aspects of Métis society and history; 

and offered constructive suggestions as to the organization 

and orientation of the text. 



I. Background: Origins of the Métis; Bishop Provencher's 

Mission, 1818-1845, and the Arrival of the Oblates of 

Mary Immaculate 

A Bibliographical Overview of Métis History 

Before proceeding to a consideration of the appearance of 

the Métis collectivity in the Canadian North-West (and 

allied concerns), a brief discussion of the more important 

works commenting on the history of the Métis will prove 

instructive. 

Serious students of the history of the Métis in the 

Canadian North-West must take into account — foremost of 

all — the work of Marcel Giroux and that of George J.G. 

Stanley. Each has written comprehensively on vital aspects 

of Métis history, including the responses of the Métis to 

changing circumstances in the North-West. 

In The Birth of Western Canada, Stanley carefully 

reconstructs the causes of the Métis uprisings in 1869-70 

and 18 85, describes comprehensively the uprisings them­

selves and considers the ensuing results. His thesis is 

that both uprisings were predictable, even inevitable, 

events in light of "the problem of the frontier, namely 
4 the clash between primitive and civilized peoples"; 

accordingly, Stanley discounts the view that the uprisings 

were a Western manifestation of traditional racial and 

religious hostilities as expressed in Old Canada. However, 

his argument raises a number of ancillary considerations: 

such as the extent to which Métis society was truly 

'primitive1; the potential for Métis to adapt to change; 

and, indeed, the whole question of the intrinsic structure 

of Métis society and those factors — economic, racial, 

1 



linguistic, political and religious — bearing on it. 

The relationship between the Catholic clergy and the 

Métis society receives very little consideration in 

the work, although the clergy's actions during the 

uprisings are discussed. 

In his authoritative Louis Riel, Stanley expands 

his treatment of the events of the two Métis uprisings, 

and he elaborates on the career of their leader. Riel 

is regarded as a sincere and devoted advocate of Métis 

rights in 1869-70 and not as a rebel or traitor. Riel's 

actions in 1884-85 are seen as demonstrative of his 

conviction that the Métis were facing serious threats to 

their continued existence as a separate people. The 

difference in outcome of the second uprising is seen as 

resulting from Riel's blindness in appraising the 

objective conditions then prevailing in the North-West. 

Actions and attitudes of the clergy in 1869-70 and 

1884-85 receive more consideration in Louis Riel than in 

Stanley's previous book, The Birth of Western Canada. 

Giraud's monumental Le métis Canadien is the most 

important work to date on the Métis. It embodies a 

rich historical presentation and a comprehensive ethno­

logical analysis. The origins of the Métis are examined; 

and the course of Métis history and its sociocultural 

circumstances to the 19 30s are covered with an attention 

to detail. As a Social Darwinist, Giraud presents inter­

pretations designed to demonstrate the supposedly inherent 

fragility of Métis culture and society, as well as the 

'inevitability' of the Métis' assimilation into 'superior' 

White Society. Giraud's conclusions are open to question, 

2 
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especially in light of relatively recent developments in 

historical methodology. The role of the clergy among the 

Métis is given consideration in the work. Emphasis is 

placed on the 'civilizing' role of the clergy — in terms 

of the encouragement of sedentary ways, the provision of 

education and the task of edification. The concentration 

of Métis at Catholic missions in the Canadian West is 

presented; and the rupture of Métis and clergy at Batoche 

in 1885 is considered. 

The studies of Joseph Kinsey Howard and A.H. de 

Trémaudan are very favourably inclined to the attempts of 

the Métis to establish and maintain their own distinct 

way of life in the North-West. In Strange Empire, Howard 

sympathetically but somewhat romantically describes the 

course of Métis history to 18 85, with considerable attention 

being paid to the career of Louis Riel; the Catholic clergy's 

interaction with the Métis is presented only episodically. 

Trémaudan's Histoire de la nation métisse presents North-West 

history from the Métis viewpoint. The origins and evolution 

of Métis society are discussed; while the main body of the 

study features the tribulations encountered by Métis (in 

the face of white settlement and governmental abuse) and 

the uprising of 1869-70 and 1885. The establishment of 

Catholicism at Red River is regarded as the means which 

centralized Métis society. The Appendix, not written by 

Trémaudan, is of a controversial nature; one section, for 

instance, condemns the clergy as 'betrayers' of their 

Métis parishioners during the events of 1884-85. The 

absence of any footnotes in the studies of Howard and 

Trémaudan makes it advisable that both studies be approached 

with caution, and this seems especially necessary in matters 

of interpretation. 



Two studies have appeared recently presenting the 

native point of view of Western Canadian history. In 

The Métis: Canada's Forgotten People, D. Bruce Sealey and 

Antoine S. Lussier examine the course of Métis history 

to contemporary times. Emphasis is placed throughout on 

the distinctive nature of Métis society and culture. 

Problems of the Métis stemming from prejudice and discri­

mination are discussed. The sources consulted by the 

authors are almost solely published works, and the book 

is of a survey nature. Howard Adams' Prison of Grass 

centers on the colonization of Western Canada and its 

deleterious effects on prairie native society. As Adams 

notes, "there is considerable discussion of the cultural, 

psychological, and racial aspects of colonialism." Catho­

lic missionaries are presented as de facto 'agents' of 

imperialism, whose efforts served to undermine the structure 

of native society. The uprising of 1885 is discussed 

primarily along lines established by Howard and Trémaudan. 

The clergy at St-Laurent and Batoche in 18 84-85 are 

regarded as "traitors to the native people." Based 

largely on secondary sources, Adams' work presents 

interpretations at times not supported in a satisfactory 

manner. 

Two recent biographies of the Métis leaders have appeared. 

In Louis 'David' Riel: 'Prophet of the New World', Thomas 

Flanagan examines Riel's career, with particular attention 

being paid to his thoughts on religious matters. Riel's 

conviction that he was a prophet destined to found a new 

religion is examined carefully; and the opinion is expressed 

that the 1885 rebellion was, in part, a religious movement 

(certainly to Riel). Riel's views on religion — such as 

his belief that the Métis were the new Chosen People -- are 

4 



regarded as analogous to those of millenarian movements. 

In Gabriel Dumont, George Woodcock provides an excellent 

treatment of the life of the leader of the South Saskat­

chewan Métis. Many aspects of the way of life of the 

Western Métis are presented. The 'provisional govern­

ment' operating at St-Laurent in the mid-1870s, the important 

roles played in its founding and functioning by Dumont and 

Father André, are particularly well brought out. Woodcock 

believes that the clergy "might have been of considerable 
7 

assistance" to the protest movement at Prince Albert and 

Batoche/St-Laurent in 1884, had they so wished. 

The work of two Catholic priests and historians — 

A.G. Morice, O.M.I., and Jules Le Chevallier, O.M.I. — 

must be mentioned. Morice has written prolificly on Western 

Canadian history, his most important work being a four-

volume history of the Catholic Church in Western Canada to 

1915. (His writings on Church history raise many points 

worthy of consideration; he ardently praises the Catholic 

missionary effort in the North-West and readily defends 

clerical policies and positions, especially when he detects 

any criticisms in this regard in the works of Protestant 

authors). In A Critical History of the Red River 

Insurrection, Morice criticizes the approaches of other, 

especially Anglo-Canadian, writers -- he concludes that 

the events of 1869-70 were not a 'rebellion,' rather 

they constituted a resistance. In La Race Métisse, Morice 

stridently criticizes Trémaudan's Histoire de la nation 

métisse, in particular the Appendix therein. Point by point 

and page by page, he attacks the opinions expressed in 

Trémaudan's book. To Morice, the Métis at Batoche had no 

hope of a military success, Father André was a good priest 

5 



(even in Riel's eyes) and not a 'betrayer,' and Taché was 

an effective bishop. In Batoche, Le Chevallier provides 

a detailed account of the attitudes and actions of the 

clergy prior to, and during, the 18 85 rebellion. His 

objectives are to demonstrate that at no time did any 

priest support an armed revolt on the part of the Métis 

and to emphasize that the clergy were in no sense 'betrayers' 

of the Métis people. 

Origins of the Métis 

One can be certain that the earliest incidences of 

•mtt4.AAa.g2. in the Canadian North-West occurred when 

Europeans first visited Indian territory. Many years 

later, two distinct mixed-blood collectivities -- the 

Métis and the English-speaking 'half-breeds' -- emerged 

in the North-West, each possessing readily identifiable 

characteristics and each evolving from a somewhat diffe­

rent set of geographic and socioeconomic circumstances. 

The record of the development of mtttAAagz from hesitant 

uncertain beginnings to an institutionalized feature of 

the fur trade is admittedly incomplete, but some obser­

vations on its nature are required to provide some per­

spective to the nature of Métis society. 

As an established practice, mtttAAag2 in Canada dates 

back to the mid-1600s in New France; while in Rupert's Land 

(the lands draining into Hudson Bay claimed by the Hudson's 

Bay Company) mtttAA&gz., in part, was a concomitant of 

early fur trade activities of the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Notwithstanding the official policy of the London Committee 

which forbade in the strictest of terms social contacts 

in general between its employees and the Indian population, 

6 
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Company servants at Hudson Bay posts wasted little time 

establishing at least some measure of intimate relations 
9 

with Indian women. The Committee's sanction against 

Indian women entering posts on the Bay and the Committee's 

moralistic stance regarding male-female interaction "during 

its first century did work to prevent the widespread 

development of marriage relationships between its servants 

and Indian women. As a general rule, only a chief factor 

was permitted to keep a woman permanently within the 

factory."10 

Although any uniform application of Company policy 

depended on the predilections of the governor then in 

command, by the mid-eighteenth century a Company governor 

would customarily take an Indian 'wife.' As for the 

lower echelons of the service, personal relations with 

Indian women were intermittent and unstructured in most 

cases since the women normally could not reside at the 

various posts situated on the shores of Hudson Bay. 

Therefore, the prevailing situation was not conducive 

to the establishment of widespread, permanent marital 

alliances. 

A number of factors served to maintain for many 

years the occurrence of personal relationships between 

H.B.C. personnel and the Indian women to whom they were 

attracted. In the first place, Company servants found 

Crée maidens physically attractive and they would choose 
12 Crée women rather than those from other tribes. 

Secondly, the Indian concept of marriage as not being 

necessarily permanent was itself in accordance with the 
13 transitory lifestyle of the fur trader. Thirdly, 

practical benefits to both trader and Indian resulted 

from the more lasting unions in that trade was more easily 

conducted with one's in-laws, personal relations in general 

between the races became more cordial and "[the husband of 

7 
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a Crée maiden] was obliged to contribute to the maintenance 
14 

of her parents' household." " Finally, as the Company expanded 
15 its operatxons inland from the Bay, intermarriage increased. 

This was due, in part, to the breakdown of Company restrictions 

in the face of "a powerful rival which actively encouraged 

the formation of intimate ties with the Indians." 

The increase in the number of mixed-marriages on the part 

of H.B.C. employees and continuance of the practice in the 

North-West on a large scale reflected the adoption of a more 

liberal, though unofficial, policy by governors and personnel 

alike. 

Distance and the realities of life in Rupert's Land 
led to a more practical though unofficial policy. 
. . . the unofficial policy recognized that the 
adult males of an Indian band would permit British-
born males to consort with Indian women only in the 
context of a marriage relationship. The officers 
and servants were expected to behave in a manner 
that demonstrated their acceptance of this 
relationship. A failure to do so could and did 
lead to tragic incidents.1? 

The essence of a marital relationship in Indian tradition was 

more rudimentary than that of the Europeans to be sure, but 

permission of the girl's parents and the provision to them of 
18 an appropriate present were two of its cardinal aspects. In 

addition, the relationship (at least in the vicinity of Hudson 

Bay) did not signify that the trader's 'wife' might not con­

temporaneously have an Indian husband and family to which she 
19 might eventually or periodically return. As mixed marriage 

became more commonplace among H.B.C. employees, marital ties 
20 became more regularized; monogamy became the rule; and the 

trader's commitments to his family became more personalized 

and responsible. These factors contributed to the institution­

alization of mtt-i^hciQi, on the part of the English and Scots, 



in the form of what became known as marriage 5. la laçon du 
21 

pay*. 

Simultaneous with or somewhat prior to the practice of 

mttl**age in the northern landscape, a similar process of 

racial interaction occurred in the lands west of the Lakehead. 

These lands, accessible by means of canoe routes, were traversed 

from an early period by French explorers and eoufieufi* de bolt 

seeking to open up new areas to the Montreal-based fur trade. 

Although the meeting of French Canadian and Indian in the 

North-West was sporadic before the enterprises undertaken by 

Pierre Gaultier de Varennes, Sieur de la Vérendrye, the years 
22 of his explorations and founding of trading posts witnessed 

the commencement of an increased interracial contact and a 
23 regularization of relationships between Canadien* and Indians. 

The accomplishments of La Vérendrye were sufficient to 

ensure that Canadien fur trading enterprises would follow the 

example set and expand their role in the inland trade. It 

has been noted in this respect that: 

En 174 3 . . . le Répertoire des 'congés de traite' 
établis à Montréal . . . accuse le départ de 5 3 
engagés pour le 'poste de l'Ouest' et de 18 pour 
Kamanistikwia. Dans les années suivantes, le 
même répertoire . . . indique une augmentation 
croissante, dont le niveau le plus élevé atteint, 
en 1758, 91 engagements pour le Grand Portage et 
la 'mer de l'Ouest.'24 

Although the number of Canadien* permanently stationed at 

North-West posts most likely did not exceed 150 to 200 men 
25 

at any one time during the 1740s and 1750s, the rapproche­
ment between the two races expanded. 

9 
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L'existence parmi les Indiens de groupes de 20 
à 30 hommes, souvent mentionée par les journaux 
de la Compagnie de la Baie d'Hudson, suffit à 
déterminer entre les Blancs et les indigènes des 
contacts assez nombreux et assez prolongés pour 
qu'il soit possible de conclure à une première 
fusion des races pendant le stade préliminaire 
de la pénétration française.^6 

This state of limited penetration of Indian territory from 

the east and its attendant interracial contact persisted until 

1759. The following year, the French ceased altogether 

trading operations in the North-West and turned to the defence 

of New France. 

In 176 3, with the signing of the Treaty of Paris, a new 

phase in the history of the North American fur trade commenced, 

notably in respect to trade in the still unexploited lands 

comprising the North-West. There soon ensued a vigorous 

competition for control of the interior trade, on the one 

hand between the Hudson's Bay Company and all 'intruding' 

concerns active in Rupert's Land, and on the other, between 

the various Montréal trading interests. French-Canadian 

voyageurs, the labour force of the Montréal traders, utilizing 

their prior experiences in the trade and their personal 

knowledge of the lands and peoples of the North-West, again 

dispersed throughout the southern waterways and manned the 

new posts. As of 1774, the Hudson's Bay Company adopted the 

policy of building a network of posts inland from the Bay to 
27 offset the 'Pedlars' advances. With the 'complete union' 

28 of the revitalized North West Company in 178 7, the efficient 
29 and ambxtious consortium of Montréal traders. As the two 

rival companies extended their trading systems, this facili­

tated the rapid spread of interracial 'marriages' which became 

the norm in fur trade society. 


