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Preface 

The Batoche Period Landscape Study, prepared for use at the 

Planning Alternative stage, is guided by the terms of reference 

and goals of the planning process, and is written in conjunc­

tion with the Batoche military history currently being prepared 

by Walter Hildebrandt. The project's resource materials 

are drawn primarily from the research compiled by the site 

historian Diane Payment, to whom I am most gratefully indebted, 

and from the various archaeological and biophysical studies 

prepared for Parks Canada since 19 76. Historical documenta­

tion, and the analysis of photographic and cartographic 

materials provided by the author, complete the remainder of 

the source material. 

Acknowledgements are due to Diane Payment, archaeologist 

Dave Burley, and the other members of the Batoche Planning 

Team. Their guidance and criticisms were invaluable. Special 

thanks must go also to Brent Richard and Darlene Stewart for 

their careful rendering of the maps contained in the 

Appendices. A debt of gratitude is also owed to the Public 

Archives of Canada, the Archives of Saskatchewan, the Pro­

vincial Archives of Manitoba and the Glenbow-Alberta Institute 

for permission to use the photographic materials also con­

tained in the Appendices. 
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I Introduction 

The focus of this study is a general, and essentially com­

parative, period landscape analysis of Batoche village and en­

virons for the years 1873-ca.1960. Its scope and design fall 

within, and relate to, the parameters of the Batoche planning 

project's dual themes; (a) the development and physical inter­

pretation of Métis culture, and (b) the engagement of 1885. 

It will propose a synthesis of landscape interpretation that 

will provide the historic geographic background for these themes, 

and allow for a greater comprehension of their relationship 

to the actual physical environment of Métis settlement and 

culture. Constraints of time and resources have necessitated 

a somewhat schematic and descriptive approach which, at this 

preliminary stage, will facilitate the interpretive planning 

process for the Batoche site. Though essentially comparative in 

design and narrative in nature, the study will also examine the 

extent and influence of human and cultural elements as they 

relate to, and affect, the landscape. As a period landscape 

study it must go beyond the simple cataloguing of historical, 

topographical and geographical features, to include at least a 

cursory examination of the land as an extension of social culture. 

The Métis village at Batoche was established on the banks 

of the South Saskatchewan at the crossing of the Carlton trail, 

the most important trade and transportation link between Fort 

Garry and Fort Edmonton. The establishment in 18 73 of a ferry 

service by Xavier Letendre (dit Batoche) at river lot 4 7 

(Township 43, Range 1, West of the Third Meridian) signaled the 

development of the site as a commercial and agricultural community, 
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as well as a freighting centre for goods moving both east and 

west. The area enjoyed a steady growth, and by 1884 almost 

every lot in Township 43, and those in 42 to the south and 44 

to the north, had been claimed, and to some degree cleared 

and cultivated. The construction of a church and rectory in 

1883 and 1885 on lots 50 and 51 south-east of the village, es­

tablished Batoche as an important religious and cultural centre 

in the South Saskatchewan district of the North-West. After 

1885, however, the decline of the village became inevitable. 

The construction of the CPR rail line-which by-passed Batoche 

to the south, and the creation of a branch line in 1890 north 

to Prince Albert and west of the village, effectively ended 

its period of growth and development. The abandonment and gra­

dual destruction of the stores and structures on lot 4 7 after 

1900, the dismantling of Letendre's house around 1923 and the 

removal and transfer of the ferry (at lot 47) in 1921, further 

reduced the site to only an essentially religious and educa­

tional community serving a rural district composed of a scat­

tered and decreasing Métis population. With the closing of 

the school in 1966, this change had been completed. 

As an historic site the landscape at Batoche offers sig­

nificant potential for period development and restoration, des­

pite its geographic size and the diffusiveness of the resource 

base. The dynamic interrelationship of extant remains with 

the project's themes is clearly evident, and makes the inter­

pretation of the site's historic physical environment in many 

ways unique. It successfully blends cultural resources (e.g. 

Church and Rectory, cemetery, village remains, ferry crossing 

and trails) with that of the military (e.g. rifle pits, zareba, 

etc) to allow specific period interpretation and restoration, 

while at the same time portraying the sociological evolution 

of the community over a linear time frame. 

The partition of the site into distinctive resource and 

geographic units of varying thematic emphasis has necessitated 
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that a period landscape analysis adopt a similar approach. 

Specifically, Batoche can be broken down into six component 

areas: 1. Church and Rectory, 2. East Village, 3. Zareba-

Caron farm complex, 4. the Champagne farm and buildings, 5. 

ferry crossing and 6. the West Village. Each region repre­

sents a varied landscape evolution which carries implications 

for the area as a whole, both in terms of the battle of 1885, 

and the development of Metis culture. Emphasis will be placed 

upon those sections priorized by site planning, namely the 

Zareba area, the Church and Rectory, the east village and the 

ferry crossing. The west village which is of equal cultural 

and historical significance, and that area of the park south 

of section 18, will have a lower priority for this particular 

study. Nonetheless, this region will be considered in the 

total landscape perception at Batoche. 

Methodologically and thematically, four phases in the 

development of the site will be examined. They are: 1. pre-

1873, 2. 1873-1884, 3. 1885-1900, and 4. 1900 to the present, 

with the greatest emphasis placed upon the evolution of the 

landscape in the battle and post-battle periods (1885-1890). 

In this manner, landscape and land use history at Batoche can 

be placed in its social, political, religious and economic con­

text. As an introduction to the actual village site, the 

general landscape of the Batoche-Fort Carlton region in the 

pre-1873 phase will be discussed and documented through the 

use of Hudson's Bay Company post reports, early survey and ex­

ploration journals, and private diaries. It will attempt to 

provide information, albeit of a highly schematic nature, on 

early landscape evolution vis-à-vis such factors as the im­

pact of the fur trade and the early effect of fire. The foun­

ding of the village (1873) to the eve of the battle (1884) 

represents the decade in which the settlement began to enjoy 

a burgeoning commercial success, effectively altering the 

nature and character of the site's landscape evolution. The 
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battle, and subsequent development of the village (1885-1900) , 

not surprisingly, provides the greatest amount of historical 

geographic documentation, as well as period maps, photographs 

and illustrations. Consequently, this chapter will form the 

bulk of landscape information and interpretation, the previous 

chapters serving primarily as background, or introductory ma­

terial. The ensuing chapter, dealing with the 1900-ca.l960 

phase, will further define the role of landscape and land use 

factors in the decline of the village. As well, appendices 

comprised of a comparative period-modern photographic, analysis, 

a schematic historical vegetation map, and numerous other maps, 

illustrations and photographs will provide a more detailed, 

site specific, interpretation of the topography and vegetation 

at Batoche. 

Although these four time divisions help define the village's 

landscape evolution and give some degree of focus to the chan­

ging nature of the land, primarily in terms of agriculture, 

they are by no means rigid and inflexible dates and only at­

tempt a slightly less than arbitrary categorization of the 

site's physical, economic and social development. Through the 

examination of these varied "eras" in the evolutions of the 

Batoche geography, one can arrive at a greater comprehension 

of the landscape as not simply a "mental construct," but a 

visible historical rapport between a people, a society, and 

their physical environment. 

To define "landscape" in its historical context is to 

assign it a meaning that not only describes it as "a view or 

vista of scenery or land, interpreted in written form or by 

visual means," but a description of the land as a reflection 

of culture." At Batoche the evolution of the landscape was 

rooted in the particular attitude of the Métis regarding the 

nature of their environment. Their perceptions differed radi­

cally from the anglo-protestant mentality held by, for example, 

a W.R. Motherwell or the Hudson's Bay Company. The notion of a 
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"garrison mentality," first proposed by historian Northrop 

Frye, sheds light on how the Hudson's Bay Company employee, or 

later, the Ontarian immigrant farmer, confronted the "immense 

impersonality" of the physical landscape. Frye's thesis be­

comes comparatively useful for an understanding of Métis atti­

tudes toward the land. The "huge, unthinking, menacing and 
3 

formidable physical setting" which confronted the English 

speaking farmers and traders arriving on the prairies from the 

east created a predilection toward establishing an isolated 

replica of the culture from which they had come. Nature was 

viewed as a threat, an enemy that had to be subdued and con­

trolled. The fur trade employee and the Ontarian homesteader 

constructed a comfortable refuge, a "garrison" which "manipu­

lated the social and natural landscape to approximate more 
4 

closely the familiar environment of their traditional cultures." 

As the early fur traders had constructed their walls of wood 

or stone, so too had immigrant English farmers planted exten­

sive shelterbelts around their property. The effect was the 

same. Within each the land could be transformed with flower 

and vegetable gardens, green areas, and walkways, all reflect­

ing an attempt to deal with the harshness of the environment. 

The Métis response, on the other hand, tended more toward 

the Native idea that man could live in harmony with his sur­

roundings . The land was taken for what it was worth and no 

extensive attempt was made to alter the landscape or create 

a protected physical environment. The bonds of kinship and 

communal spirit, and a strong sense of cultural belonging, pro­

vided the Métis with, in effect, their own "garrison" against 

outside elements. While the anglo-protestant chose to control 

the immediate landscape in his quest to come to terms with an 

unforgiving environment, the Métis modified only that which 

was physically essential. For him, flower gardens and picket 

fences were superfluous to the realities of life, whether it 

was a life of buffalo hunting, farming or, for some, freighting. 



Consequently, a period landscape study of Batoche will 

differ quite radically from a land use study of Lower Fort 

Garry or the Motherwell farmstead. While the latter deals, 

for the most part, with an essentially artificial landscape 

and a precise documented record of modifications within a li­

mited space, the former must be content to catalogue and sum­

marize less exact, or at least less documented, changes in the 

landscape or an immense area totalling twenty-seven hundred 

acres. The evolution of the landscape at Batoche is primarily 

the evolution of the vegetation pattern; that is, the changing 

interrelationship of forest and prairie. Though the influence 

of man can be duly noted (primarily in terms of agriculture), 

it is far less evident than the more radical alterations made 

by the Ontarian homesteader. Furthermore, what changes did 

take place have, in large part, gone unrecorded. We are left 

with the landscape accounts of the battle of 1885 and the 

evidence of period photographs as our primary source of infor­

mation. Nonetheless, through these and other records, general 

conclusions can be made as to the physical appearance of 

Batoche around the latter part of the 19th century. 

The interpretation of the park's landscape relies heavily 

upon available historical documentation and photographic evi­

dence, while functioning in conjunction with current inter­

disciplinary resources. The archaeological programme at 

Batoche, first undertaken in 19 76, has located and analyzed 

the major site remains; the ruins along commercial row, the 

Champagne farmstead and Letendre's residence, as well as trail 

remnants and military associated features within the park 

boundary. Though period sources dealing with land use are 

pivotal, any study of organic landscape must also rely upon 

the archaeologists' systematic description of the built re­

sources. At Batoche, these extant remains form the histori­

cal backdrop upon which landscape restoration can be undertaken. 

Project resources can be generally categorized under 
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three main areas : photographic and cartographic evidence, 

historical documentation and interdisciplinary reports and 

resource material. A fairly comprehensive inventory of photo­

graphs exists in various archival collections, particularly 

for the battle and post-battle periods (1885-1900). A number 

of period maps and illustrations, usually drawn by members 

of the Canadian Survey Corps, are used selectively, as they 

tend to be partially inaccurate or distorted for reasons of 

technical inferiority, misinformation or cultural bias. 

Historical documentation regarding the Batoche landscape is 

extensive. Again it is the Northwest Rebellion which fur­

nishes the greatest source material, due almost wholly to the 

village's sudden rise to prominence in May of 18 85 in the jour­

nals and tabloids of Eastern Canada. This documentation can 

be found in contemporary newspaper accounts, private journals 

and Canadian government Sessional papers. In addition, a good 

deal of descriptive information originates from early ex­

ploration and survey expeditions, Homestead Files, Rebellion 
5 

Losses Claxms, Land Branch Files and OMI Correspondence. 

Interdisciplinary studies such as Diane Payment's Structural 

and Settlement History of Batoche Village, as well as archaeolo­

gical reports, biophysical and period ecology investigations 

all contribute significantly to a comprehension of the site's 

historical landscape. 



II The Batoche - Fort Carlton District, pre-1873 

A brief summary of current landform, vegetation and climatic 

patterns of both the park and the wider South Saskatchewan 

can serve as a preamble to a discussion of the site's early 

historical landscape evolution. According to biophysical sur­

veys (Abouguendia and Coupland, 19 76), the area is typical of 

the west's interior continental climate; short hot summers with 

a mean July temperature of 16.9 C, and long cold winters with 

a mean January temperature of -19.6 C. Precipitation levels 

average 382 mm annually, with 65 per cent of this total falling 

in the summer months (April-September). The slight but 

noticeable rise in mean annual temperatures in the decades 

since 1900, the severe winters of the 1880s, and the compara­

tively low precipitation levels for the 1880s and 1890s, have 
2 

been noted in various studies. 

Physiographically, the area can be classified as river 

plain and is dominated by six landform categories (see Figure 

II, Appendix A). They are: a) well and poorly drained aeolian 

plains which are primarily on the park's west side, with topo­

graphy ranging from undulating to hilly; b) lacustrine plain 

occuring on the river's east side, with knoll and depression 

patterns and undulating topography; c) glacio-fluvial plain 

found on the western half of the east side, which ranges from 

strongly sloping to moderately rolling; d) riverbank complex 

located along the river sides and varying from steep slope to 

strongly rolling, and e) alluvial flood plain and sand bar 
3 • 

areas of the river's edge. The primary focus of this parti­

cular study, the village area on the east side, lies in the 

glacio-fluvial plain region of the park. 
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Batoche is also situated in the forest-grassland tran­

sitional area of the province, exhibiting elements of both 

boreal forest to the north and plains to the south. It is 

dominated by aspen and balsam poplar, open grassland, culti-
4 

vated areas and natural shrub vegetation. The village area, 

and in fact almost the whole of the east side, is dominated 

by cultivated vegetation, the riverbank by forest, and the 

west side by grassland, upland shrub, forest and wetland 
5 

vegetation. (see Figure I, Appendix A). Although Redman and 

Ripley (19 76) point out that coniferous trees are no longer 

present at the site, they may have been native to the region 

until the 18th century. Scientific and biological evidence 

has indicated that the line of coniferous forest at one time 

extended some 50 miles further south than its present range. 

The park is located in the grey-black transition soil 

zone, with grassland soils (meota and hamlin-meota) predominant 

on the park's eastern plain (see Figure III, Appendix A). Its 

wildlife is both diverse and abundant. Game animals such as 

snowshoe rabbit, jackrabbit, mule deer, wapiti, white tailed 

deer, moose, bison and grizzly bears were all present until 

the mid to late 19th century. In I.M. Spry's account of the 

Palliser expedition (1857-1860) a side trip by a small group 

of expedition members which crossed the South Saskatchewan 

at or near Batoche, illicited this comment upon the wildlife; 

"The Indians came here only in war parties, never to hunt, so 

game was plentiful. The explorers found great numbers of 
7 

buffalo." Today, only furbearers such as coyote, muskrat, 

weasel, ermine, badger and occasionally black bears, are to 

be found in the area. 

The buffalo played an especially major role in the early 

history of the site. Moodie and Ray (19 76) assert that bison 

seasonal movements alternated between the open prairie in the 

summer and the parkland area in winter. Batoche provided a 

winter shelter for the massive herds, a fact which first 
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brought Métis hunters to the immediate vicinity. In time, 

Batoche became a wintering headquarters for these people. 

By the latter half of the 19th century (ca. 1874), the 

buffalo herds had moved westward to a line stretching from the 

Cypress Hills in the southwest to the Saskatchewan rivers in 
9 

the north, approximately 25 kilometers west of Batoche. 

Early /Amerindian occupation in the area has been well 

documented. According to Payment (19 76) the Gros Ventres 

inhabited the area of the South Saskatchewan exclusively 

until 1750, when Saulteaux and Blackfoot were known to have 

moved in for purposes of trading and hunting. With the 

building of fur trade posts just north of the Batoche site 

commencing in 1785, the Hudson's Bay Company and its free 

trade competition generated bitter inter-tribal rivalries and 

some less than friendly competition. The bloody struggles of 

the 1790s forced the withdrawal of the Gros Ventres to the 

southwest, leaving the area exclusively to the new tribes. 

By the early 19th century the Plains Crée had also inhabited 

the new region. 

Henry Kelsey's journal of his inland travels for the 

Hudson's Bay Company in 1690 and 1691 provide a first glimpse 

of the physiography and wildlife of the western plains. His 

writings, although not giving any clear indication of speci­

fic locations, do serve as a preliminary catalogue of general 

landscape features. Descriptions of "heathy and barren... 

fields...with fine groves of Poplo [sic] growing round...," 

intimate a parkland area south of the boreal forest, an area 
12 which could easily describe Batoche. The routes of Anthony 

Henday (1755) and Matthew Cocking (1772) suggest that each 

reached the South Saskatchewan near Clarke's Crossing, south 

of Batoche. Both journals describe a parkland setting; 

Henday noting "...hilly, short grass country," and Cocking, 

"thickets and sticks and trees areas separated by grassy plains 
13 and sloughs." 
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The expansion of the fur trade inland in the latter half 

of the 18th century saw the construction of numerous posts 

by the Hudson's Bay and North West companies in the South 

Saskatchewan region. Essentially pemmican posts, Fort des 

Isles, Carlton House, and the three South Branch Houses served 

to provision the inland fur brigades, as well as heighten and 

extend the fierce fur trade competition between the two com­

panies . To counteract the presence of the North West Company 

at Fort des Isles, HBC Inland Chief William Tomison built 

South Branch House I in 1786, approximately 30 miles upstream 

on the South Saskatchewan. A.S. Morton has determined that 

this post, which closed in 179 4, stood on the river's east 

bank at Gardepuis Crossing to the northeast of Batoche on 

Section 35 along the border of townships 44 and 45, Range 1, 
14 West of the 3rd Meridian. That same year the Canadians, 

under Nicholas Montour and William Thorburn, constructed 

their own South Branch House I across the river, and only 

slightly downstream from the Bay post. By 1804, ten years 
15 after their destruction by the Atsena, each company had built 

a new fort further upstream. Daniel Harmon of the North West 

Company described South Branch House II as only, "a few 

hundred yards" away from the Bay's Carlton House, and approx-

imately six miles upriver from their previous posts. This 

estimation would place the site of the two forts (which were 

both on the east bank) possibly at or near Batoche. Unfortuna­

tely, no records remain from these posts which would provide 

clues as to the early landscape and geography of the immediate 

region. Consequently, it is only the incomplete and rather 

sparse journal entries of Mitchell Oman at South Branch House 

I, and the daily records of Fort Carlton (1810-1885) which 

are of any use. Again, however, descriptions of the landscape 

were not a priority among these early traders. The strictly 

commercial aspect of their day-to-day activities precluded such 

non-essential reporting; the journals generally commenting on­

ly upon trade, the weather, the presence or absence of buffalo 


