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RIEL FAMILY: HOME AND LIFE STYLE AT ST-VITAL, 1860-1910

Part I: Riel House: Land and Structural History

The object of this paper is to provide a review, and on
the basis of supplementary evidence, suggest alternative
interpretations of the documentary and structural evidence
previously examined in the preparation of various studies
on the Riel House and Family.1 The impending restoration
of the house, the recurring doubts as to date of erection,
and finally the conflicting and at times contradictory
historical and architectural evidence, rendered indispensable
a re-examination or re-assessment of the documentation.
Currently, archaeological investigations conducted in 1976
offered some valuable insights into the site history which
had to be integrated with the historical and architectural
frame of reference. This paper will attempt to test the
hypothesis of a later or ca. 1880 date of construction for
the house. The Site Development Team also required
additional information on building features and interpretive
materials suggesting the lifestyle and character of the
Riel family, particularly members who resided on lot 51
and inhabited the dwelling, up to the turn of the century.
Hopefully, this paper will also provide a synthesis of
previous historical studies.

It is difficult to document conclusively the place of
residence of the Riel family between 1844 and 1864. There
is strong evidence to suggest that Louis p2re and Julie
Lagimodiére first resided at the forks of the Red and Seine
rivers, on the land of his father-in-law, Jean-Baptiste
Lagimodiére.2 Louis p2re operated a small carding mill
for the Hudson's Bay Company at the junction of the two
rivers around 1847. The venture was short-lived and

ultimately unsuccessful. The Minutes of the Council of



Assiniboia confirmed the arrival of a fulling mill at York
Factory in 1847.3 It seems, however, that Riel was unhappy
with the terms of contract with the Company and soon
dismantled his mill. According to one testimony:

... Quelques années aprés son mariage, Louis Riel
fit un petit moulin & carder et sollicita 1l'encou-
ragement de la baie d'Hudson pour cette invention
««. lui fit un accueil tellement froid qu'il
renonga a son projet.4

In late 1852, Louis Riel p2nre reported to the council that
the mill had not been in use for the last five years,5 But
since he was about to erect a water mill, he wanted to
purchase the buildings minus the iron fuller which he did
not need. In a subsequent meeting on March 23, 1853, it

was reported that Riel had offered £15 for the buildings.
The Council agreed that he was to be paid £1 for removing
the machinery from his property and provide surety for

the balance to the satisfaction of councillor Abbé Lafléche.6
Concurrently, in September 1852, Riel p2re negotiated a £100
loan on his property, lot 756 (present-day Carriére Avenue

in St-vital), "to construct a mill dam and at the same time
7
n

a grist mill. He was also given permission to "... form a
canal 9 miles long to his mill amongst certain lots mentioned
below [?] for yearly rent of 5/."8 The agreement stipulated
a remittance of the sum in cash or produce within three years.
The grist mill was in operation by 1854 and other evidence
suggests the mortgage on lot 756 was lifted and transfer of
24 acres (mill site on lot 793 ?) occurred in the spring of
1855.° |

The location of this mill and family residence at the
time is subject to some debate. There is evidence that
Louis pere's farm was inundated by the 1852 flood and that
the family sought refuge with Mgr Taché.lO Stanley
corroborates this by stating that when Louis {4{4 was

seven years of age (1851-1852),



... the family was in the process of moving, gave
up their house [at the forks?] and, for a short
period, lived in cramped quarters in the Bishop's
house until they were aE}e to obtain accommodation
from Prospére Ducharme.

But, according to Stanley, the family soon returned to the
Lagimodiére property.12 Father Antoine Champagne and M.
Marius Benoit have stated that by 1853, the Riel family
made their home on lot 793. This hypothesis is supported
by family tradition and testimonies. An obituary and
account on Eulalie Riel-Gladu in 1931 stated that Mme
Gladu had told her family that she was born [1853] in a
house on La Giclais (vicinity of present-day Sterling
Avenue and the general area of the mill site on lot 793.l3
This testimony weakens the hypothesis of a residence on lot
793. An 1873 account held that when Riel p2xre's first
milling activity began to flounder, "il se livra alors &

la culture d'une terre dont il avait fait l'acquisition sur
les bords de la petite riviére la Seine en arriére de
St—Boniface"14 (presumably lot 756 in the 'outskirts' of the
parish). No mention is made of the family's place of
residence. There is no documentary evidence of a dwelling
at that site, nor would I contend of a grist mill.15 There
is evidence, however, to suggest that Riel's grist mill was
indeed located on lot 793, and that the family moved there
around 1853. First, there is an account in the Annales

des Soeurs Grises in 1855 which refers to daily excursions
to Riel pere's distant mill site to card some wool:

Notre chére Mére Valade fit des démarches auprés
de M. Riel pour qu'il ajustdt notre machine [a
carder la laine] 3 son pouvoir d'eau. Ce bon
Monsieur y consentit volontiers et n'épargna ni
son temps ni ses peines pour nous rendre ce
service. Mais comme il lui é&tait impossible
d'étre cardeur et meunier en méme temps, notre
chére Soeur Cusson se dévoua 3 devenir cardeuse.
Par conséquent cette infatigable Soeur se
rendait en voiture au moulin de M. Louis Riel ...
elles revenaient tous les soirs pour repartir
tous les matins [emphasis mine].1P®




Secondly, there are the Surveyors' field nctes on 1871
and 1873 surveys along the Red and Seine rivers in the
parish of St-Vital. G. McPhillips confirmed the presence
of a house and outbuildings on the Red River or western
boundary of lot 51 by 1871. He also noted a house, stable,
fencing and a cultivated field at the eastern or Seine
River portion of lot 50, a parcel of lot 51, originally
lots 793 and 794 under the Hudson's Bay Company survey
(see figure 1). It was the only lot along the Seine which
reported human activity or remains of such. The land along
both banks of the Seine was described as largely "swamp and

low, wet, hay land,"l7

which probably accounted for the
absence of farming inhabitants. But more important was
McPhillips' traverse of the west bank of the Seine River
(figure 2). Although difficult to interpret, the sketch
does note an "o0ld mill race and pond" within the boundaries
of lots 49, 50 and 51, fairly conclusive evidence of a
milling activity in the area.

Some difficulty presents itself in the recorded
occupation of lots 793 and 794. A fifty acre parcel of
lot 793 (northern eight chains or 169 acres of later lot
51) was claimed and settled by Pierre Parenteau between
1835 and 1849.%8

Seine or Red river although archaeological investigations

It is not known if he resided on the

in the vicinity of extant Riel home have tentatively
confirmed the presence of a ca. 1850 structure. 1In 1849,
Frangois Gendron acquired the whole of lot 793.19 Around
186020, he sold a 24 acre parcel of the lot (identified
as lot 50 under the post-1870 surveys) to Benjamin
Lagimodiére, Riel pere's brother-in-law. According to

a declaration by Joseph Riel to substantiate Mme Julie's

claim in 1891:



... this land wag tirst of all owned by Frangois
Gendron who s0ld it in the year about 1862 to
Benjamin Lagimodi&re, as it was the custom of
this country at that time, by verbal agreement.
It was 24 acres at the south east end of Francgois
Gendron's lot touching the Seine River where
Benjamin Lagimodiére built a water mill to grind
wheat into flour by water power which he got by
damming the S=zine River, where Lagimedi&re also
built a good house, storehouse and stables and
farmed said land [emphasis mine]...4%

Other sources also confirm Benjamin Lagimodiére's
ownership of the 24 acre parcel upon the transfer of the
rest of the lot (approximately 145 acres) to Joseph
Landry on February 29, 1864.22 But there was no reference
to Louis Riel's claim, milling activities or residence on
the property in his son's declaration. Was it perhaps
not mentioned because the declarants wanted only to
substantiate Lagimodié&re the previous owner's claim?23
Few people possibly remembered by that time (1891) that
Riel p2re and Lagimodi&re had been in association.24 But
was this the same grist mill that Riel erected in 1853-547?
One possible explanation is that Riel had made some
unrecorded arrangement with Gendron who occupied the Red
River frontage. Another hypothesis is that when Riel pore
left for Montréal to purchase a carding mill in 1857,
Lagimodiére took over the grist mill. Both families may
have resided together, a common practice at the time. The
1873 Surveyor's sketch of lot 50 (Figure 1) noted a number
of buildings at that site. There may have been two
dwellings at one time. Family correspondence in the
1870's and 1880's also attests to the close relationship
and prolonged sojourns of Julie's brothers and sisters
to her home. An 1873 published account on Louis p2hre,
written by a contemporary of Louis {44£4, Joseph Tasség,

supports the above hypothesis. A Québec journalist and



politician, he would have obtained his information from
friends like Royal, Dubuc and perhaps even Louis {44£45.
Although his account is an eulogy of Riel p2re and
particularly critical of the Hudson's Bav Company's
administrative and commercial policies, it is nevertheless
close enough to the events to have some credibility.

Tassé corroborates Riel p2re's association with Lagimodiére
on lot 50:

... 1l congut le projet de construire un moulin
a farine ... Ce moulin existe encore. Il est
situé a8 trois ou guatre milles de St-Boniface et
appartient maintenant & M. de Lagimodiére, beau-
frére de Riel [emphasis mine].?45

There are also the unexplained references to a Lagimodi&re
mill in Hudson's Bay Company correspondence in the late
1850's.2°

on Bruce Road, the general area of the mill site, on lot

Finally, in 1949, millstones were unearthed

50. They were identified as "The Miller of the Seine's
millstones," undoubtedly those of the grist mill erected
by Riel or Lagimodiére or both.

Riel penre's grist mill was considered quite an
engineering achievement for its time. In order to harness
sufficient water power, he dug a canal to link the Seine
to another water-way, twelve miles to the east. The
stream, "une petite riviére portant le nom peu pitto-
resque de riviére a la Graisse,27 enabled him to operate
his mill throughout the summer or during periods of
relative drought. The enterprise was, on the whole, quite
successful. Riel pere's accounts with the Hudson's Bay
Company between 1853 and 1863 suggest that although he
was in debt to the Company, his balance compared favourably
with other larger entrepreneurs or traders.28 A letter
to Mgr Taché in 1862 suggested comparatively adequate

circumstances:



... J'al fait bren peu pendanc 1l'‘'automne avec
mon moulin car la s8cheresse a été extréme.
Cependant je doit [@tre] content du peu que
j'ai fait les autres moulins faisant moins que
moi. Le blé me venait de toute part de maniére
gque l'eau m'a mangud avant le blé&.29

Supplementing this income with subsistence farming and
perhaps some trading across the border, the Riels probably
maintained a satisfactory standard of living. Riel p2re's
third milling enterprise was less successful. 1In 1857,
he entered into a partnership with Henry Fisher and three

others and was delegated to travel to Montréal to purchase

equipment for a carding mill. It was on his return trip
with the bulky machinery in 1858 that he last met his
30

eldest son Louis. The ambitious milling venture was
plagued with difficulties from the beginning. The group
had more enthusiasm than capital or business acumen.

There was reportedly little demand for locally manufactured
cloth in the colony. It is doubtful, however, that the
mill was ever set up or went into operation. Specific
evidence is lacking but according to one testimony

"... 1l'entreprise échoua au moment oli le succés semblait

assuré."3l
At the time of Louis Riel p2#re's death in January
1864, the family resided on part of lot 793 or the mill
site in St—Vital.32 Soon after, ca. 1864-67, Julie
Lagimodiére-Riel and the eight children moved to the
Red River frontage of the same lot which was given to her
or purchased from Mgr Taché.33 It would appear that
anxious for the Riel family's security and well-being,
and perhaps also because of some previous agreement with
the late Riel, Mgr Taché had purchased lot 793 from

34

Joseph Landry for Mme Riel. According to Register 'B'

and declarations regarding lot 793 (part of lot 51 after



1870) , Gendron's occupation was sporadic and probably
did not extend beyond the early 1850's, to be followed
by Landry.35 Both, it would appear, were living on the
western end of the lot or the vicinity of the extant
Riel house.

In 1868, Benjamin Lagimodiére, who resided on the
24 acre parcel of lot 793, moved to Rivi&re aux Rats
(St-Pierre-Jolys) and gave his claim to his son-in-law,
Edouard Ellémont, commonly known as Bodé.36 Bodé¢ and
family resided on the land until 1871. According to
Roger Goulet, Lagimodiére had on the lot a

water mill ... a good house, stables, store
and good field ... although he did not give
deed to his son-in-law Ellémont, I know for
a fact he had verbally given it to him before

1870 ... and lived on it until he sold it in
1871 to widow Julie Riel.37
This was corroborated by Joseph Riel who declared "... in

1871, Edouard Ellémont verbally sold the said 24 acres
now this no. 50 to my mother Julie Riel ... as said
before there was no deed ... it was a verbal agreement..."38
The buildings on the lot were most probably the ones
reported in the 1873 survey (see figure 1). We thus
have Mme Riel confirmed in her possession of the northern
eight chains of lot 51 (formerly 793) between the Seine
and the Red by 1871.

The ever present question, however, and source of much
debate is whether the surviving house is the one the
family moved into around 1867. On the basis of documentary,
archaeological and architectural evidence, it is more
reasonable to suggest that it was "a little house at the
back"39 or some other structure. With her young family,
limited income and no source of labour to construct a house,
she would have made use of any existing house, perhaps
Landry's. 1In 1868, the Red River Settlement suffered a
severe grasshopper plague, which, aggravated by years

of drought, brought famine and hardship. The distress did



not spare the Riel family. Accorclng to a report ot

the parish of St~Vital by the Executive Relief Committee,
the Riels had sown no crops in the last two years while
usually they planted fifteen bushels.40 "Durant le
printemps de 1869, le comité de secours préta douze
minots de blé de semence [d la famille]. Sur les douze

; — 4
minots, neuf seulement produlslrent."‘l

They had some

cattle which permitted a meagre existence, but their

economic circumstances hardly suggest the construction of

a new house. Louis 44£4 returned home?? to farm that

summer and assumed the support of the young family. He

later recalled they refused offers of meat, declaring

that they could manage although they had difficulty

obtaining bread. The following winter Louis and the

family also returned the twelve bushels of seed grain

advance to the committee.43
Archaeolcgical investigations at the site in 1976

provided some insight into structures and activities in

the immediate area of the extant house. The testing

confirmed the presence of two previous structures (resident-

ial?), structure 1 generally corresponding to the

Parenteau phase (ca. 1835-1845) and structure 2 to the

Gendron (ca. 1849-1855) or Landry phase (ca. 1855-1864)

(see figure 3). Although it was impossible to establish

an exact period of occupancy and date of backfilling with

only a preliminary analysis of artifacts, it was concluded

that structure 1 was dismantled before 1850 and structure

2 after 1866. Some of the glassware samples from the

cellar of structure 2 dated as late as the l870's.44

Based on historical evidence or interpretation which

precluded a ca. 1868 date of erection for the extant

Riel house, Forsman did not pursue the hypothesis of

a post—-1870 activity at site 2. But he did conclude that

the structure was probably still standing on the site when
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Julie (Lagimodiére) Riel took up residence there. A further
cursory examination of the artifacts in the spring of 1979
concluded that "the origins of the fill layers and significance
of dates obtained require further analysis before conclusions can
be reached.“45 Recently completed artifact research has resulted
in a number of revisions to the dating of structures by Forsman.
The re-analysis has established that cellar filling for structure
1, the earliest known building at the site, extended beyond 1850,
and up to the 1880s. Consequently structure 1 could have been
associated with Parenteau, Gendron and/or Landry. Artifact data
on structure 2 suggested that it was standing in the 1870s although
not after the early 1880s. On that basis it was concluded that
structure 2 was indeed associated with the Riel family or was the
first Riel home at the site. It was also noted that the use of
cut nails and not wire nails in the construction and later
modifications of the extant house suggests an early 1880s date of
construction.46
In 1871, A.V. Baudry surveyed. the Red River portion of lot
51 and measured the buildings on the site (see figure 4). Julie
Riel was reported in residence on the northern eight chains of
the lot, in a dwelling relatively in the same location as the

present structure.47 The buildings were measured in chains

"... j'ai mesuré aussi, exactement les maisons et les batiments
des propriétaires qui les occupent eux—mémes,"48 although the
degree of accuracy is uncertain. The .25 x .40 dwelling and
another .20 x .20 structure on the southern four chains correspond
roughly to 5.05 (E-W) x 8.10 (N-S) metres and 4.05 x 4.05 metres.
The dimensions of the 1871 dwelling vary somewhat with the 6.15

X 8 metres (as found) extant structure (excluding annex). In
fact, the 1871 'Baudry' house dimensions correspond more closely
to those of structure 2, south-east of the house (see figure 3).
Structure 2 had a full addition along the north wall for a total
area of approximately 4.92 (E-W) x 8.62 (N-S) metres. An 1871
account in Le ME&tis corroborated an annex. In 1875, Mme Riel made
a declaration for title of her land, lot 51 (formerly 793 and 794;
the southern four chains of lot 794 having been purchased by Louis

Riel from Frangois Lariviére in 1869).49
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Lot situé dans St~-Vital, borné au sud par
la propriété de Charles Neault et au nord
par la terre de Suzanne Marie Sauvé née
Dease. Cette terre a 12 chaines de largeur,
je la possé&de depuis pré&s de 10 ans ... il
y a une batisse et d'autres dépendances
dessus et un demi mille de défrichés sur la
longueur et toute la largeur, le tout
renfermé par une cldture.>V

Her son Louis being absent and having vested all his lands
or interests in her explains why Mme Julie was applying
for title to the 12 chains. Corroborating witnesses
claimed that she had occupied the lands for more than 10
years and moreover that she had purchased lot 16 (on
the west bank of the Red River) from Frangois Marion.51

The Homestead and Lands Branch records provide further
insight into the claims, buildings and activities of Louis
Riel and family on lots 50 and 51 between 1870 and 1895.
For the 1870's, more specifically, they confirm Louis
Riel's claim to the southern four chains of lot 51 and
other. purchased lands 'by his mother' in consequence of
his absence and banishment from the province. As elder
son, he was also considered rightful heir to the family
residence with the understanding that some land would be
shared with his brothers.

Lot 794, later the southern four chains of lot 51
(84 acres), was not part of the original family claim.
According to Register 'B' and the Red River Settlement
censuses, it was first claimed by Charles Beauchamp and

in 1849 by Antoine Desjardins.52

According to a decila-
ration by André Beauchemin in 1879 to corroborate Louis

Lavall&e's claim:






