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CHAPTER ONE
THE BEGINNING
So many people get my life story wrong. In fact they stress the unimportant coincidences and ignore the
important stuff. So it has been left to me to sort this issue out and set the record straight. This is my
story.

In a lot of ways, I do symbolize Canada, being the child of a Frenchman and a Native mother. There were
so many of us during this time in Canada’s birth as a nation, that I fear most Canadians whose families
were here before 1900 are Métis themselves but are not aware of their Native blood. This fusion of two
peoples created a unique character that reflected the ingenuity and determination and wisdom that this
land demands from all men and women. It’s what makes Canadians so unique and distinct from our
neighbours in the south. Perhaps in this way Canadians regard me as a symbol – and for the record, I’m
all right with that. But there is more to the story.
Much more.
Contrary to many Canadians today, only my paternal grandmother was of mixed blood. I was a French
Canadian mainly but the Native blood that coursed through my veins had an extraordinary impact on my
view of the world. For it gave me a profound and active spiritual life that was mostly red, not white. In
this I fought my whole life at the injustices I saw all around me in the treatment of those who were not
fully white. This in itself was a constant battle for me and many others during the 1800s.
My family first landed in the New France in 1693. My maternal grandfather Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière,
whose house I was born in, spent the first eight years of his young life growing up on a farm 135 miles
northeast of Montreal on the shores of the mighty St. Lawrence River, into a family who was Catholic
and who respected authority and as well as the priests who were so dominant in the town during that
time. My grandfather was a good Frenchman who worked hard and who was proud to help build New
France. When his wife died during childbirth, he went to live with his aunt in Trois-Rivières. At the time
Trois-Rivières was fast becoming the commercial hub of the burgeoning fur trade, where young men
saw coureurs de bois as a way out of the stuffy confines of a conformist life living in the strict morality of
small town Catholic life. Whether it was a stirring for adventure or a thirst for profit and a means of
moving up in the social stratum, all sorts of young men jumped at the chance to paddle the white water
west along the Ottawa River and French River to the Great Lakes where they were free to trade with the
Natives, as long as they were of tough fibre and strong constitution. The growing demand for beaver
pelts opened up the west and enabled young men like my grandfather to leave the east for a new life on
the frontier.
But as many young men found out, life of a voyageur was not for the weak. Frenchmen discovered that
they were hired as servants for the business owners in Montreal, many suffering at the hand of tyrants
and immoral men who operated with military discipline, often 18 hours a day, exploiting the courage
and muscular labour required to transport beaver pelts from the interior to the depots in New France.
My grandfather signed up with the North West Company for a three-year contract, leaving Trois-Rivières
in 1799.
My grandfather left the North West Company in 1804 and went on his own to hunt, trap and trade with
the outposts of the North West Company and its main competitor: The Hudson’s Bay Company. He
became part of the les gens libres - freemen, but it was a hard life and he decided to return to TroisRivières in 1805. But these six years of work in the heartland of the northwest of the New World had
made him strong and put some money in his pockets, so when he returned home he cut a dashing
figure. That was when he met my grandmother Marie-Anne Gaboury. Not interested in settling for a dull
farmer, she – at 25 years old – was still unmarried, but when she met Jean-Baptiste, who had a flair for
storytelling and recounting his high adventures, she fell for him. They were married in April of 1806 but

it wasn’t long after that Jean-Baptiste began yearning for the adventure of the forests and rivers in the
northwest. Faced with a decision that would change her life, my grandmother chose to join him on his
journey west. And by all accounts, she was the first European ever to go so far west. She was the first to
live the fur trapper’s life. Living to the age of 95, she would never return east and never see her family
again.

Marie-Anne Gaboury.
A life centred around the church in Trois-Rivières, I recall the situation as an impatient Jean-Baptiste and
a determined Anne-Marie making the decision to stay together. But the move west wasn’t easy for her,
especially at the beginning. They left that spring, traversing the portages and enduring the hardships
that accompany les voyageurs journeying westward. Surviving several bad storms, with one of their
canoes tipping over and several of the men drowning on Lake Superior, they landed in Fort William just
in time for the annual celebrations of the Northwesters had every year. Going from the sedate Christian
town of Trois-Rivières to this wild outpost with trappers and hunters drinking and carrying on, it was a
shock for her that had a lifelong impression on me: She told me on many occasions that drinking was the
root of all evil.
It was something I never forgot.
They travelled farther west to where Pierre de La Vérendrye had founded Fort Rouge in 1738 where the
Red River and the Assiniboine River meet – present day Winnipeg. But Jean-Baptiste knew that Pembina
was where they should go because that was where the buffalo were. They undertook the five-day
journey south along the Red River to Pembina, which would be on the current US-Canadian border. By
that time, in 1806, there were about a half-dozen families that had made Pembina their home, but these
families were Métis. French traders had long taken Native wives to survive the harsh winters. It was a
symbiotic relationship – their Native wives providing the skills and hard work that enabled them to

adapt to the harsh climate and rough ways of living in the environment. Their wives taught them how to
make pemmican and sagamité and how to get sap from Spruce trees to repair their canoes, often being
the difference between survival and death. A hundred years earlier Frenchmen had begun laying roots in
the west, most taking Native wives so that by 1806 there was a new culture of people – half breeds or
Métis – that constituted these new scattered settlements that were connected to the fur trade. These
‘country-born’ offspring were initially of French descent but with the expansion of the Hudson’s Bay
Company, many Scots and Brits soon joined the settlements, also taking Native or Métis wives, further
adding to this new Canadian population. These marriages between Europeans and Natives were
encouraged because of the mutually beneficial symbiosis, so it became “à la faҫon du pays” (according
to the custom of the country), which of course changed the course of Canadian history.

Pembina, North Dakota, 1800s.

The largest and most powerful people in the area at the time were of course the Natives, such as the
Ojibwa, Cree, Blackfoot and Assiniboine. The Métis acted as a buffer between the Natives and the
whites, often settling disputes before they exploded into outright conflict. So when my grandmother
showed up with her blonde hair and blue eyes, many Natives at first were intrigued and helped her in
her daily work, but soon there was some discord and they left Pembina for Grand Camp 40 miles up the
Pembina River where they settled. Come January, 1807, with Marie-Anne pregnant, they returned to
Pembina where they had the support of the Native women, who helped her give birth. This changed my
grandmother, as she went from a sheltered European Catholic to a down-to-earth settler of Canada’s

west, soon adopting the ways of her fellow women, carrying her newborn daughter Reine in a papoose
full of moss.
But they didn’t stay long in Pembina due to over-trapping. Jean-Baptiste had met three fellow French fur
traders who agreed with him that the Pembina area was over-trapped and the beavers with more
desirable pelts were to be found farther west. He formed a partnership with these three Frenchmen. I
was only told their surnames. They were Chalifoux, Bellegarde and Paquin, each of whom had a Cree
wife. So in May of 1807 the four Frenchmen and their wives and children left Pembina for the west to
where they would soon do business with the Hudson’s Bay Company.

This sketch is believed to be of Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière and his wife in Red River, 1800s.
Up to that point my grandfather had only done business with the North West Company. This was
because they paid cash for pelts, unlike the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), which only traded goods for
pelts. Realizing that this new brand of trapper and hunter – Frenchmen with Native wives, or the Métis –
were now the biggest traders of furs rather than the Natives, a savvy HBC factor by the name of James
Bird wrote to the HBC headquarters to inform them that only by paying cash for pelts would they get
the best the west had to offer. Not even waiting for a reply, James Bird chose to pay an extra pound for
each beaver pelt compared to the North West Company. Thereafter my grandfather and his partners
only traded with the Hudson’s Bay Company.
In two canoes packed with everything they owned, they all paddled down the Red River to Lake
Winnipeg and then up the Saskatchewan River to Cumberland House – a Hudson’s Bay outpost. I laugh
at the scene that awaited my grandmother at Cumberland House. One of the partners had arrived
earlier and had told the Natives and Métis at the trading post of the arrival of a blonde-haired European
woman, who he said was a witch and could kill them by merely looking at them.
It was all in fun but the Natives were not always in on the joke.

There they remained for a week where they re-supplied and continued west along the North
Saskatchewan River towards Fort Edmonton. My grandmother was full of stories I remember from my
childhood, and one of her most dramatic stories occurred during this time of their trip. One night, when
their canoes were tied up and the men were smoking a pipe around a fire, a man of the name Bouvier
who had joined them en route, was out gathering kindling when they heard a terrible scream. Bouvier
was mauled by a black bear who was protecting her cubs beside her. The men, hearing the screams,
went to him and shot the bear, saving his life. Unfortunately for the man Bouvier, he was so badly
mauled that he lost his eyesight. My grandmother nursed him back to health but he lost his sight
permanently.

Early map showing the route from Winnipeg (F Garry) to Cumberland House

That year, in 1808, my grandparents welcomed their second child: Jean-Baptiste junior, who they
nicknamed Laprairie. But life on the frontier was not easy. My grandmother often recounted the events
that befell the group. The Cree wives of the three Frenchmen were killed in a raid by the Cree enemies:
the Sarcee. There was another event that affected her that she often spoke of. One night out on the
prairie she and her husband were taken hostage by the Sarcee. They insisted they would be released
when their fellow Sarcee returned from Fort Edmonton, but Jean-Baptiste decided to flee during the
night to safety, riding at full gallop for five days back to the fort where they did arrive safely just as the
Sarcee appeared. They had made it back to the safety of the fort, but it soured her feelings on living in
the north, which eventually resulted in leaving the Fort Edmonton area for the south again in 1811. A
third child, a daughter named Josephte, was born in 1810, which kept her busy as a mother. My
grandfather was disappointed by the lack of profits that were to be made as a fur trader around the Fort
Edmonton area, so when he heard that a new settlement of Europeans was to be established in the Red
River Valley, they decided to return. He would find another way to provide for his family.
When they returned to the relative safety at the Red River settlement, they were amazed to see the
newly built Fort Gibraltar. With 18-foot high fencing and a guard tower, the new fort was the nerve
centre of the North West Company’s trading post. The small settlement was bustling with blacksmiths
and traders, who were building log cabins around the fort. They were mostly Métis and Natives, many of
whom were buffalo hunters, with a few trying their hand at farming. One of the biggest differences was
that many now spoke English rather than French, most of whom were English-speaking Métis.

Fort Gibraltar - the centre of the new Red River settlement.
Instead of settling beside the fort, my grandparents chose to return to Pembina where Jean-Baptiste
resumed his fur-trapping and hunting, earning a good living during the winter of 1811-1812. My

grandmother gave birth to their fourth child Benjamin. But in the spring of 1812 they relocated to the
Red River Valley roughly 12 miles south of Fort Gibraltar, in a place called St. Charles. He built a log cabin
without any windows and without a wooden floor. It was to be a temporary shelter but would be the
home for them for the next six years.
This happened during the summer when 100 settlers arrived from Scotland under the leadership of Lord
Selkirk. It was a grand experiment, with the aim being to resettle the downtrodden. But the experiment
didn’t go as planned. His settlement of Prince Edward Island with 800 Scots in 1804 had proven
successful but his project to settle Scots at Lake St. Clair failed miserably in 1803 due to the swampy
surrounding land. But Selkirk was undaunted and tried again in 1812. August 29th the 100 Scottish
settlers arrived from York Factory, after enduring a year-long journey from Scotland. And there was
nothing there when they arrived. Two months later another 70 arrived, this time with women and
children. It was the rocky beginning to the long-term settlement of what was to become Winnipeg: the
gateway to the west. It was perhaps the beginning of the end of a way of life on the prairies for the
Métis and French and Natives who had lived and hunted there and had made it their home.
It soon dawned on the Scots that they were horribly underequipped to undertake farming, especially in
the fall. Soon many moved south to the Pembina settlement where traditionally buffalo was hunted.
Through the kindness of the Natives and Métis and freemen already there, these settlers endured the
first winter in the New World. My grandfather was hired to organize hunting expeditions for these Scots
by the new governor of the region. Hunting buffalo with the newly arrived Scots helped ensure the
survival of the new colony. The following spring crops were planted and the new Red River settlement
began to establish itself as a self-sustaining town, but the early years were fraught with hardship and
suffering. Added to this was the War of 1812, with Americans simmering in the south having lost Fort
Mackinac to the British. The cooperation and selflessness of the Métis and Natives helped achieve
stability in the region and perhaps ward off a potential American insurgency.
I like to think that my grandfather Jean-Baptiste helped the early settlers survive during those first few
years when struggle and strife were a daily experience. The Selkirk colony did survive and crops were
planted and farms did eventually succeed in providing sustenance to the young settlement. But the
troubles experienced in what would become Manitoba were not just from Mother Nature and the cold
weather. The governor Miles MacDonnell, perhaps through his arrogance and ignorance of Native ways,
caused much hardship. After issuing a proclamation in 1813 to limit the amount of pemmican that could
be transported into the colony, nailing the proclamation on the door of Fort Gibraltar. The following
year he forbade the foodstuff completely from coming into Manitoba, which cut off the food supply to
Nor’Wester employees all across the west of the continent. This led to the confiscation of 400 bags of
North West Company foodstuffs. Starvation became a real threat to the livelihood of the Selkirk colony.
In a very short time this created a bitter conflict between the Nor’Westers and their allies against the
Hudson’s Bay Company and the Selkirk colony.
Kidnapping, murder and theft soon crippled the land.
Duncan Cameron, a long-time partner of the Nor’Westers, took it upon himself to exercise his
Machiavellian mind and charmed the newly arrived Scots in their native Gaelic to leave the area for the
rich farm lands of Upper Canada by providing transportation back east. This proved successful and the
Selkirk settlement lost over half their European population to this scheme.

Lord Selkirk’s vision of the settlement saw whites living along the Assiniboine and Red Rivers with the
mixed-blood Métis around the outskirts, but MacDonnell was more extreme in his views. Reflecting the
imperialist thinking of the time, he openly condemned the mixing of the two races. He saw the Métis as
in the way and thus began to push the Métis and Natives west. He forbade the Métis and Natives from
hunting buffalo on horseback because he believed they were purposely driving the buffalo away from
the colony. For most Métis this was the first spark that led to a stirring of Métis nationalism, a reaction
that would snowball as time went on. They began to band together against this foreign force who were
essentially trying to starve them. And since MacDonnell and Selkirk were working for the British crown
and thus very closely associated with the Hudson’s Bay Company, the Métis partnered up with the
Nor‘Westers who were fearful they would be pushed out of the rich hunting and trapping lands of the
Red River valley.
These tensions grew from 1814 to 1815 but my grandfather continued to respect authority and work
hard to make the settlement a success. The Métis continued to steal horses and burn crops and kill
cattle and dig up fences until MacDonnell resigned his post and went into hiding. By the second week of
June, 1815, there were only 18 settlers left. MacDonnell finally gave himself up to the Nor’Westers to
avoid bloodshed and he was promptly sent back to Montreal. Emboldened by their success, the Métis
declared the colony be vacated. The remaining settlers took their few possessions and fled the colony.
And as they left they could see smoke in the distance. Not wasting any time the Métis attacked and
burned the Hudson’s Bay Fort Douglas in the heart of the colony.

Fort Douglas, burned down by the Métis after McDonnell’s Departure east.
For my grandfather it was cause for concern. Having allied himself with the Hudson’s Bay Company, he
was fearful he was in danger of attack by the Métis but fortunately most of the Métis had gone west and
south following the buffalo hunt. But fate would have it that a man by the name of Colin Robertson
arrived on August 19th with the settlers. He was a seasoned man who knew the winters and ways of the
land and knew that the fate of the settlers was not good unless they returned to the colony to try again.
Robertson had found the colonists huddled together on the shores of Lake Winnipeg. Robertson, aware
of the extreme predicament of these people and the future of the colony, asked Jean-Baptiste for a

favour: to walk to Montreal to tell Lord Selkirk of what was happening to his colony. He knew it would
be one of the most dangerous adventures of his life. My grandfather left for Montreal on October 17th,
1815 with his snowshoes and rifle hanging over his shoulder.

CHAPTER TWO
SURVIVAL
During this time Robertson made peace with the Métis by supplying them with pemmican and furs and
trading tobacco and rum. He captured Fort Gibraltar and arrested Duncan Cameron but this fragile
peace didn’t last long. When the new governor-in-chief of Rupert’s Land Robert Semple took power,
almost everything he did angered the Métis and the peace was shattered. Semple demolished Fort
Gibraltar, which had become a centre for the Nor’Westers and the Métis, and sent the wood down the
river to Fort Douglas. He burned the remains of Fort Gibraltar so there was nothing left.
The leader of the Métis at this time was a man named Cuthbert Grant. He was the son of a Scotsman
and a Cree mother who had been educated in Montreal and Scotland, who had come back to the Red
River Valley as an educated half-breed working with the North West Company. Grant was an Englishspeaking twenty-three year old who created his own cavalry of Métis sharpshooters. During the spring
of 1816, after hearing of the burning of Fort Gibraltar, Grant and his cavalry attacked the Hudson’s Bay
Company’s Brandon House where over 1100 pounds of pemmican was seized and then transported to
voyageurs on Lake Winnipeg who then transported the food to North West Company trading posts. Of
course this was against the law. Grant and his Métis battalion were only three miles from Fort Douglas
when Governor Semple spotted them. Ignoring warnings from older settlers, Semple and two dozen
volunteers rode out to meet Grant and his men. They met in a shady area known as Seven Oaks on June
19th, 1816. Boucher, the spokesman for the Métis called Semple a “damn rascal,” which Semple took
offense to. Semple grabbed Boucher’s gun and the reins of his horse as Boucher jumped and ran back to
his battalion. Shots rang out and twenty minutes later 21 settlers, including Semple, were dead. Only
one Métis was killed that day.

Cuthbert Grant, 1816.

The Battle of Seven Oaks was seen as a great victory and the birth of the Métis as a separate race and
people.

Robert Semple, Governor-in-chief of Rupert’s Land, killed at the Battle of Seven Oaks
My grandmother watched the whole thing from Fort Douglas. She had moved into the fort after JeanBaptiste had left on his mission to Montreal in the fall of 1815. Having giving birth to her fifth child,
Pauline, in 1813, the fort provided her with the food and protection she needed while her husband was
away. After the Battle of Seven Oaks, fearing the Métis under the leadership of Grant would be
emboldened and attack HBC’s Fort Douglas, my grandmother was rightfully afraid. But the day after the
battle a Saulteaux chief by the name Peguis, arrived at the fort and invited the Lagomodières to stay
with him.

Chief Peguis had considered Jean-Baptiste a blood brother and therefore was obligated to offer shelter
to his family while he was away.
My grandmother and her children stayed with Chief Peguis for the summer of 1816 until the fall when
she moved into a cabin on the east side of the Red River. These were tough times for her as she waited
for her husband to return from Montreal. She was convinced something bad had happened. She felt
stranded and afraid with her brood of kids and with the demands of surviving a winter alone fending for
herself, she was fortunate that others around her helped.

Chief Peguis.
My grandfather Jean-Baptiste had survived a fierce winter, braving the elements and enduring hardships
and having run out of food before arriving in Kingston. He had been forced to eat boiled moss and even
a small dog in the last weeks of his incredible journey. Desperate and hungry and scarred from the
adventure, he didn’t wait to clean up before finding Lord Selkirk the day he arrived. Instead he found his
house, burst through the doors to hand him the envelope containing the urgent communications from
Colin Robertson. Lord Selkirk happened to be entertaining that evening so this event was witnessed by
the bourgeois of Upper Canada and a painting was made capturing this classic moment on March 10th,
1816. This painting was done by Adam Sherriff Scott and has become iconic of early Canadian history,
showing my grandfather weathered and dressed as a woodsman – antelope-skinned leggings and coat,
the ceinture fléchée (the famous L’Assomption sash) and a red cap - with a very long, bushy beard. The
woodsman in this famous painting is my grandfather! Very proud. He had walked 1800 miles (2400km)
in the middle of winter alone to deliver the dispatches. Needless to say my grandfather left an
impression on the partygoers in their rich clothes and luxurious surroundings.

This could be the painting Louis Riel is referring to by Adam Sherriff Scott.
Jean-Baptiste relaxed for a few weeks in Kingston – then the capital of British Upper Canada – and
bought clothes for himself and his family and ate food to fatten up for the trip back.
My grandfather soon retraced his steps back to Red River during the spring and summer this time but
since the North West Company had caught wind of his mission, they organized a party to prevent JeanBaptiste of returning. On June 16th, 1816, he was caught by ten Indians loyal to the Nor‘Westers and was
taken to Fort William (modern-day Thunder Bay) on Lake Superior. He and his travelling companions
were stripped of everything they had, including for Jean-Baptiste all the gifts he had purchased for his
family. (He had been paid 50 pounds for his mission). Destitute and even stripped of his clothes, he likely

would have perished if it wasn’t for the help of a Métis named Pierre-Paul Lacroix, who found them in
Rainy River, or modern-day Fort Frances.

Pierre-Paul Lacroix, who helped out Riel’s grandfather returning from Kingston.
He finally arrived back to his beloved wife just before Christmas. He shared the news that Selkirk was
coming to the Red River Valley to establish order and save his colony. The government hadn’t allowed
him to bring soldiers so Lord Selkirk hired mercenaries (Germans, French, Italians and Swiss) who had
fought for Britain during the Napoleonic Wars in Europe and then in the New World during the War of
1812. These four officers and 70 soldiers were promised parcels of land in Selkirk as payment but many
of them were old soldiers who couldn’t make the transformation into productive famers. Selkirk, who
was coughing up blood into his handkerchief from tuberculosis, took the news of the Battle of Seven
Oaks very badly and feared for the survival of his colony. Selkirk and his men arrived in July, 1817. Eager
to rebuild his utopian settlement, he set out to survey the land and protect his land. The Saulteaux, who
had remained loyal to the Hudson’s Bay Company, sold their land to Selkirk so that the colony grew in
physical size.
The improvements attracted most of the early settlers back.
Jean-Baptiste was awarded with a sword for his service to Selkirk, and this sword hung proudly in the
family house for many years. He was also awarded a very large parcel of land between the Red River and
the Seine River in the shape of a triangle. Thrilled, the Lagimodières set to their new land by building a
house – the first permanent settlement since their marriage 12 years before. This was the house I was
born in. Unfortunately years after my death the family land was sold.
For my grandmother, things in her new world took a turn for the better when the first Catholic priests
arrived in canoes. Quickly erecting a small church, my grandmother – since she was the only white
woman – was made godmother to hundreds of baptized children. But rather than setting up schools
first, the priority was to save the souls of the “savages.” It was unfortunate because her children were
homeschooled and barely literate, receiving only a very basic education. My mother Julie was illiterate.

Over the next few years (1817-1818) the efforts of the settlers began to pay off. The retired
mercenaries-turned-farmers collected together to build the settlement’s first focal point around
“German Street,” fields now planted with peas and pumpkins and corn and wheat. Just as things were
beginning to stabilize it was hit by swarms of grasshoppers that hit the settlement and destroyed their
fields within hours. Biblical. Strangely the grasshoppers returned four years in a row. With wheat
decimated, bread became highly sought after. The colony once again was forced to move to Pembina for
the winters for survival. Jean-Baptiste and the Métis were again instrumental in the colony’s survival
through his buffalo hunting. Again they had a disastrous crop in 1821 but then the next three years were
quite good. The population grew to 400 and 42 new houses were built but then tragedy struck again.
The winter of 1824-1825 was fierce, killing horses and cattle left outside during the unusual deep freeze.
But it was the spring that brought the worst of it when the melting ice surged the riverbanks and
destroyed houses. Thirty-three people lost their lives that winter and countless settlers lost their homes
as the river flooded. The flooding started May 2nd and then reached its worst point on May 5th when the
water levels rose nine feet within hours. Waters rose until May 21st, after more than 50 houses were
destroyed. The settlers were forced to move to higher ground on Bird’s Hill and Silver Heights, many of
them (including the original mercenaries from Selkirk’s journey) fled the colony. And our family wasn’t
spared. The family house was lost, which forced my grandfather to once again build another house. My
grandmother snapped and pleaded with Jean-Baptiste to move back to Lower Canada for the safety of
Montreal but my grandfather shrugged and said that if the missionaries were tough enough to stick it
out here then so was he.
So they remained.
In 1828 they had a bumper crop. After this point the colony was able to survive and even thrive after all
the challenges they had faced. My grandfather focused on farming and turned his land into a very
profitable farm, cultivating by 27 acres by 1832, and then by 1849 over 75 acres. He also spread into the
transportation business, soon owning 14 cart and oxen. And they added to their family: Romain in 1819,
Julie in 1822, and Joseph in 1825. All children survived the hardships of childhood, with all four sons
going into the farming business on the family homestead in the newly named town of St. Boniface,
named after the church built there. By all accounts the children did well and married and had their own
families. Julie, my grandmother’s favourite, married a young Métis named Jean-Louis Riel who had
bought land in the area. Their first born was me, Louis Riel, named after my Dad.

CHAPTER THREE
THE RIELS
On my father’s side of the family it’s just as interesting. The Riels first landed in Lower Canada August 3,
1700. Jean Riol (as our surname was spelled back then) didn’t arrive from France but from the parish of
Saint Peter in County Limerick, Ireland. France, as an ally with Ireland united against Protestant England,
had history with Ireland. The two countries worked together to thwart English ambitions both in France
and Ireland. My forefathers were fishermen from Brittany so Jean Riol/Riel had been one of those
Frenchmen who had made Ireland their home.

Once in the New World, the Riels lived in the same piece of land on the St. Lawrence River in Lavaltrie
for three generations, until the family moved to Berthierville just south of Maskinonge. It is very likely
the Riels knew the Lagimodières. My grandfather Jean-Baptiste Riel was born there in April of 1785, and
just like Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière, dreamed of going west. When he was fifteen and eight months he
signed as a voyageur, at first most likely what they called a “pork eater” (mangeur de lard). He was part
of a twelve-man crew paddling west to the head of Lake Superior (Rainy Lake) and then brought back
furs to Montreal. Seeking adventure he found it paddling the waterways of the New World, eventually
finding a permanent wintering location in the North West Company’s fort at Ile-a-la-Crosse. He had
graduated to the elite “Northmen” (les Hommes du Nord) by about 1809, having proved himself during
his early years as a pork eater.
The fort was located on the Upper Churchill River – a key location when the fur trade was penetrating
into the lucrative Athabasca region. Due to the small number of Frenchmen who had explored so deep
into the Canadian interior at the time, it is more than likely my two grandfathers knew each other. (This
was about the same time my maternal grandfather was living and trapping near Fort Edmonton).
One of my grandfather Riel’s friends at the time was Louis Boucher, a friend of the family’s from the east
in Berthierville. He had also gone west though years earlier than Jean-Baptiste. He was notably older
and had married a Chipewyan Marie-Joseph LeBlanc. In 1811 Boucher decided to return to the east but
by that time my grandfather had fallen in love with their daughter Marguerite Boucher. They were living
so far north there were no priests around to consecrate their marriage, so they began living together in
1812. My native blood is from my grandmother Marguerite, which made me a legitimate Métis.
They lived in the region for years following the austere ways of the traditional Chippewa living off of
moose and caribou, beaver and fish. These natives were known as the Dene Nation, living north of the
Cree and south of the Inuit – both traditional enemies. Due to the scarce resources, the Chippewa were
quick to participate in fur trading. European weapons helped them ward off their enemies while gaining
pots and pans and hammers from the Europeans for their furs. The trade-off was smallpox. Samuel
Hearne, who had walked through the Athabasca Region years before, has estimated more than 90
percent of the Chippewa had been wiped out by disease. Heavy price to pay, but nonetheless they
persevered and saw the change in their traditional lifestyle change to more competitive, changing their
once communal ways into a more individualistic existence.
The Chipewyan women were known to be ideal mates for European fur traders, not thinking twice
about putting in the hard work of carrying goods and the endless chores required in such a tough
environment. From all accounts my grandfather and grandmother were very much in love, having seven
children. They were in partnership with the Hudson’s Bay Company after the strong-arm tactics of the
North West Company ticked off many in the Dene Nation. In an effort to have the natives trade
exclusively with the Nor’Westers, they started to take Chipewyan women as payment for unpaid debts.
The great struggle between the two fur-trading companies finally came to a head in 1821 when the
North West Company was assimilated into the mighty Hudson’s Bay Company controlled from London,
England. The famous North West Company and its forts and trading posts and its employees and traders
with all their accumulated knowledge either joined their bitter competitor of left the fur-trading
business altogether. George Simpson, the governor of the new HBC, was a penny pincher and his pennypinching ways led to a drastic reduction of employees and forts. His decisions decimated the old North
West Company and was the catalyst for Jean-Baptiste Riel to move back east to Berthierville.

My grandfather Jean-Baptiste decided to move back east in 1822. They had had their first child JeanLouis Riel in 1817 in Ile-a-la-Crosse but were married by a priest a year later when they travelled to the
Red River valley in 1818. Jean-Louis was five years old when he was baptized in Berthierville in 1822 with
his grandfather Louis Boucher there at the christening. But my grandfather only stayed in Berthierville
for five years, moving east of Montreal in 1827 to work in Mont-Saint-Hilaire – a forestry town. My
father Jean-Louis Riel received an early education in carding wool at a local wool factory during his early
years, a trade that would help him during the early years of the Red River settlement years later.

Early photo of Louis’ father Jean-Louis Riel, whose French father came from Ireland.
There has always been robust speculation that my father Jean-Louis Riel was involved in the Lower
Canadian Rebellion of 1837. He always spoke with vigor about the Lower Canadian leader Louis-Joseph
Papineau. The truth is that my father had a fiery personality and would’ve been very at home at the
secret meetings that were likely happening in Saint-Hilaire just before the fighting broke out but as it
happened he had already left for the west when the fighting broke out. Within the family there is a
belief that my grandfather used his fur-trading connections to get him a job at the Hudson’s Bay
Company to protect him from the war.
Following the traditions of both of my grandfathers, my Dad became a voyageur. At first he was a
middleman – someone who paddled in the middle of the canoe – but things in the fur trade for les
voyageurs had changed quite a bit in the intervening years. No longer were the long canoe trips
required to transport the furs east. Now the furs were brought to a depot where they were then
transported up to York Factory on Hudson’s Bay where they were then taken to Europe. My father was
stationed at the Rainy Lake depot near the Ontario-Minnesota border. It is recorded in HBC records that
he purchased goods there on October 30th, 1837. He was one of 27 employees there at the trading post
where he was listed not as “Canadian” but as “native.” His grandmother being Chipewyan marked him

apart from the other Frenchmen there. He didn’t speak English despite his eastern education, which put
him at odds with the English-speaking management of the Hudson’s Bay Company. His jobs reflected
this prejudice, spending his time doing menial work at the post, such as tending to the garden and other
cleaning jobs. His contract was for three years in Rainy Lake.
Historians often miss this important fact but I know that my father was married to a Métis woman
during this time but that she died in childbirth. The child was brought up with the woman’s parents
when Jean-Louis was released early from the HBC due to this tragedy. He returned east about this time
though he did his best to provide for the child at every opportunity, which during this time in history was
very difficult. She was named Marguerite and she eventually married Jean-Baptiste Zastre in 1859, and
settled in Manitoba.
A note in the HBC records says Jean-Louis Riel “goes to Canada, left at Norway House” in 1839. He went
to Mont-Saint-Hilaire. Being a man of deep religious conviction and having endured the tragedy of losing
his wife at such a young age, my father entered the Oblates of Mary Immaculate to become a
missionary. My father seldom spoke about this time other than saying he never took his vows and left
after a few months. His temperament wasn’t a good fit but it shows how deep the Riel’s take their
religion. Like me he kept his faith to the end of his life, finding the convictions of being Catholic at the
centre of his world view. But by the year 1843, his restless nature provoked him to think of going west
again, the freedom of the prairies and the life of a hard-working settler appealing to his strong sense of
adventure. His time at the mission was not in vain for he heard that Father Provencher was going to set
up a mission in St. Boniface, so he inquired into becoming the schoolmaster. He was sent to Montreal
where Bishop Ignace Bourget wrote him a letter of recommendation and lent him enough cash to
undertake the trip. The money was promptly paid back but not from his income teaching. When he
arrived in Red River he discovered that a group of nuns (known to history as the Grey Nuns) had just
survived the two-month journey from Montreal and had set up a school. So instead of becoming a
schoolmaster he bought a parcel of land and became a miller.
This parcel of land in St. Boniface was right beside the Lagimodières. It wasn’t long before he fell in love
with Julie and asked for her hand in marriage. The problem was that Julie refused. She also had a deep
religious conviction and dreamed of becoming a nun. She experienced her religion deeply every day.
Family prayers, the rosary were always in my eyes and ears. And they were as much part of my nature as
the air I breathed. The calm reflective features of my mother, her eyes constantly turned towards
heaven, her respect, her attentions, her devotion to her religious obligations left upon me the deepest
impression of her good example. She had deep convictions and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind to a
bishop when my reputation was being maligned. She grew up with Métis and Natives and had been
exposed to the hardships that settlers faced, not at all prim and proper and weak. She knew the
hardships of prairie life and embraced the native view of spirituality, seeing the divine in the physical
world and very aware of the rich spiritual life of those around her. Indeed she was encouraged to
embraced Jesus but while she was on this path she experienced a deeply meaningful vision during sleep
that caused her to consent to marriage with Jean-Louis Riel.
She married him on January 21st, 1844 at the St. Boniface Chapel in what would become Winnipeg.
I had a happy early childhood. My memories were filled with laughter and memories of playing outdoors
in the woods where my Lagimodière grandfather ran his mill. I had two siblings who died shortly after
birth but my sister Sara, born four years after me, was ever-present during my childhood. We played

with the kids around the neighbourhood, soon learning Cree before we even started school. But by far
the dominant theme in my earliest years was religion. My earliest years were scented with the sweet
perfume of faith, for my beloved father permitted no person to speak evil in my presence. My first
confession at age seven and my first communion at St. Boniface Cathedral on March 25th, 1857 were
tremendously emotional experiences. Deep religious conviction was the hallmark of my upbringing so
that sometimes the other kids saw me as a bit of a momma’s boy and prig. There was an incident that
my sister Henriette told often – that once when a young schoolmate took my hat and taunted me
instead of fighting him for my hat back I told the boy: “I shall ask my mother if it’s all right to fight you: if
she says yes then we’ll meet again.”
It’s not an overly flattering anecdote but it’s true. It did happen.
But the overriding character trait of mine that emerged from my youth was my strong sense of justice
and charity towards others. In a zeitgeist that was full of revolutionary zeal and bitter discontent, these
aspects of my person stood in stark contrast to the transgressions and nastiness that I grew up in. By
without a doubt, I got these traits from my father, who also happened to be the leader of the
revolutionary forces at the time. In this sense I inherited not only these traits but in a way the leadership
role that was started much before I was born.
Things had grown worse in Red River. Lord Selkirk had died in 1820 so his estate then controlled the
Selkirk colony by mainly autocratic, undemocratic ways through the three-man council that governed
the colony. From this three-man council sheriffs and other positions of power were appointed, thus
creating a government regime unsympathetic to the voices of the populace. In 1825 the Hudson’s Bay
Company took over the governance of the colony of Selkirk, and in 1836 bought the colony outright thus
started a new era of dictatorship that came from England. These HBC men in London did expand the
council from three to twelve men and did include a Métis man Cuthbert Grant, but any grievance or
issue that stood at odds with the Hudson’s Bay’s interests were overlooked and ignored.
Many of those in Selkirk on the council were regarded as HBC “toadies.”
At the time, with a population of 5391 people, the centre of power in the Red River settlement was the
newly built Fort Garry – an HBC stronghold built on the same piece of land as the North West Company’s
Fort Gibraltar between the Assiniboine and Red Rivers. The fort I remember was pretty impressive.
About four acres in size, the walls made of wood and stone were 15 feet high and punctuated by about
ten bastions that looked like turrets.

Fort Garry, Winnipeg.
Inside was a stone house where the governor of the colony lived. Also inside the fort were
accommodations for clerks and administrative staff, blacksmith shop, public store, carpentry shop,
granary, the courthouse and the jail. Around 1850 a new Anglo elite was growing around the old St.
John’s Cathedral, which would be the hub of the new town of Winnipeg. It was made up of mainly
Scottish settlers from the Orkney Islands. Many retired employees of the Hudson’s Bay Company chose
to settle around St. John’s. Just north of this area along the Red River was where the original settlers
from the Selkirk colony made their home, in farms that ran from the river’s edge in the same manner as
the original strips of land offered to settlers in New France two centuries before. And farther north near
the old stone fort (Upper Fort Garry) was where the Métis/Half-breeds lived in an area called St.
Andrew’s. And just north of St. Andrew’s was the St. Paul Mission, which was where the Saulteaux
Indians lived. The Riel’s lived on the east side of the Red River across from the commercial hub of St.
John’s Cathedral in St. Boniface, which was said to be the spiritual centre of the area and where Frenchspeaking people lived – there and to the south in towns like St. Vital, St. Charles, Ste. Agathe and St.
Norbert. Remnants of Selkirk’s mercenaries lived among the French in these areas too, as did the
bourgeois Métis, including the Riels and the Lagimodières.
First built in 1825, the church grew into St. Boniface Cathedral in 1833, which then grew into a massive
stone structure with two bell towers very much in the French style. A painted fresco ceiling and religious
artifacts and a huge central window lent itself to a dramatic interior, which matched the Métis character

for the dramatic. Unfortunately it burned down in 1860 but when I was growing up it was always there
that inspired in me everything that was great about religion and the French culture. To me it symbolized
home and the divine.

St Boniface Cathedral, Winnipeg.
But the largest group in the divided and segregated community were the buffalo-hunting Métis who
lived west of the settlement along the Assiniboine River closest to the open prairie and hunting grounds.
This area was called the White Horse Plains. Fort Daer in Pembina had burned down in 1822, and the
Sioux had become a more serious threat to the area. This coupled with debilitating wildfires during the
dry summer months, many in the area chose to follow Cuthbert Grant to White Horse Plains, which was
where he chose to live after being offered free land by Governor Simpson. Many still regarded Cuthbert
Grant as the leader of the Métis after his historic victory at the Battle of Seven Oaks. Upwards of 169
families lived in the area by 1849. Simpson and the newly arriving Europeans hoped the Métis would
take to farming but instead they chose to hold on to their passion for the buffalo hunt. There in White
Horse Plains were the ideal location for them to access the roaming buffalo herds that flooded the plains
each summer.
The buffalo hunt was vital to the survival of this far-west settlement in the Dominion. Without the
skilled hunters of the Métis, settlers would have starved after countless years of crop failure. When
bread wasn’t available the jerky and buffalo steaks and fat were. Pemmican (dried buffalo jerky mixed

with fat) fostered a type of currency, used as payment for land, school fees or salary to workers. Its
production was based on the buffalo hunt, and kept increasing into a type of currency each passing year
throughout the nineteenth century. The British pound sterling was used sometimes but Pemmican was
much more widely used. Not only this, without the ongoing buffalo hunt, expansion to the west would
not have happened the way it did that produced the incentive and ability to settle the west into what
would become Canada.
Twice a year, in June and September, a massive group of Métis buffalo hunters would congregate near
Pembina on the Canada-Minnesota border to begin the hunt. It was a raucous affair with lots of drinking
and singing and gambling where people caught up on gossip, priests listened to confessions and married
couples, and horses were prepped for the hunt. It was a unique culture – a mixture of the old French
voyageurs and the Native ways. Women for the most part were tasked to make it all work as the men
preferred to leave it to the hunt to show off their hunting prowess. But it wasn’t all a free-for-all party.
There were elections where ten guides and ten captains were elected as well as a war chief. And ten
elders were also elected, which coupled with the captains and chief created a form of government. This
governing body would make the laws for the hunt and set the rules. Some of these laws included no
hunting on the Sabbath, no hunting before the word was given to start. Any disputes that arose from
the hunt were overseen by this governing body to decide on a just solution. Each captain appointed ten
“soldiers” for the hunt who were tasked with protecting the hunters from Indian attacks and theft of
goods as well as enforcing the rules. Any offenders of an infraction were dealt with swiftly, usually in the
form of public humiliation through taunting, name calling and ridicule. It was a system that worked and
was used for a long time during these years of the Métis buffalo hunt. It was the basis of the
government I was to use in establishing a Métis homeland years later during the rebellions of 1869 and
1885.
The hunt always started with a mass given by the priest. The spiritual aspect of the hunt was central and
often overlooked by European historian when describing the hunt. The carts that were pulled full of
butcher knives and tents and blankets and ammunition were a logistical nightmare without the order
enforced by the captains and soldiers, and without the obedience of the women who bore the brunt of
the hard work required for a successful hunt. The cart would spread out in a staggered formation to cut
down on the dust, an orderly line done with precision, but which could be arranged into a corral at the
sight of the Sioux enemy. When the herds of buffalo were spotted, the carts were always positioned
downwind and the hunters lined up quietly and in formation, quietly and with discipline. And then it
would all begin with the word: “Allez!”
Uniquely Canadian.

CHAPTER FOUR
MY EARLY DAYS
During a buffalo hunt when the bulls sensed the danger of the encircling Métis on horseback, they
surrounded the females to protect them. The Métis preferred the cows and calves for its more tender
meat, so it was a dangerous task to penetrate the angry defense of the males. The hunters would then
make a pass at the cows to make the kill, usually taking down a half-dozen buffalo per hunter. In 1845 it

was recorded that the September buffalo hunt yielded 1776 buffalo. The meat, if it was the spring hunt
in June, would be cut up into strips and dried out into beef jerky and then pummeled into a powder and
mixed with buffalo fat and sometime berries. This was pemmican and it was then put into big buffalo
hide sacks. The buffalo hunt was central to the Métis culture in what would become Manitoba during
this time.
Then, with the increase in the number of Europeans immigrants landing in the New World the demand
for buffalo robes grew significantly so that buffalo were being slaughtered for their skin and the meat
left to rot, which of course led to the near extinction of the buffalo in North America. It is true that the
buffalo herds posed a problem for farmers by stampeding their fences and decimating their crops but
the main reason the slaughter en masse was for the robes for clothing. This led to a dramatic decrease
in buffalo numbers and thus the destitution of buffalo hunters and their livelihood. It was the beginning
of the end of this way of life for the Métis in the Red River settlement.

The Métis on a buffalo hunt, mid-1800s.
However the Métis are a hearty people and they diversified into farming and fishing and the fur trade
ensuring their survival. Crops included growing corn and potatoes and wheat and they fished Lake
Winnipeg and Lake Manitoba for sturgeon and white fish and golden eye. They continued to be the
backbone of the Hudson’s Bay Company working as traders and labourers and packmen, and branched
out into the transportation business through innovation of carts. Newer carts were made with massive
wheels to tackle the deep mud of spring thus ensuring the flow of goods and successful trade.

But in many ways the Métis and Natives were kept down by the HBC through prohibition of trading with
other companies. Anyone caught trading with an American firm was actually punished by the Hudson’s
Bay thus preventing the Métis from really growing in power through profitable businesses. But despite
these restrictions trails leading south to St. Paul Minnesota were well-trodden paths because there was
always trade to be had with the Yankees. It was smuggling but it was necessary in order to survive and
provide for family needs. Traded were buffalo robes and pemmican and buffalo tongues for blankets
and tea kettles and knives. By 1843 the first regular cart service was established between Pembina and
St. Paul and in 1845 the now-famous trader Norman Kittson built the first permanent trading post in
Pembina. Paying for goods brought by the Métis and Natives were paid for in gold and goods thus
attracting a healthy business.

Norman Kittson.
The HBC at first turned a blind eye to this smuggling of goods across the border to Pembina but when
they realized how much they were losing in revenue they began a nasty campaign to stop the smuggling
business. They created their own “police force” and introduced a tariff for goods going to Pembina of
seven and a half percent but the outcry was too much so they decreased it to four and a half percent.
This didn’t work so HBC officials enforced the tariff by ransacking homes and stopping carts for search
and seizure if goods were found from Pembina and no tariff had been paid. Thus started a very bad
period of relations between the HBC and the Métis. The bad feelings caused from this crackdown led to
a terrible situation, which only grew worse over time. The Métis were following basic economic sense:
they traded with a firm that offered a better price for their hard-won goods. Thus the crackdown against
“illegal smuggling” only meant that the Métis took different routes to Pembina rather than the main
trail.

Pembina, 1863.
And they traveled at night.
However, to enforce the crackdown by the HBC were the arrival at Fort Garry of 400 British troops in
1846. Ostensibly they were there to protect Canada from possible annexation by the Americans, but the
mixed-blood Métis knew exactly why they had been sent, which made them even angrier. The Métis had
tried earlier (in 1835) to figure out exactly what their rights were when they petitioned the HBC of what
exactly their rights were in terms of trading and their farmland but they were never given an answer.
Then in 1845 a petition of a thousand signatures (including my father Jean-Louis Riel) was sent to the
British Colonial Office asking how precisely the colony was governed, but nothing came of it.

Lower Fort Garry, the site of 400 British troops to enforce the HBC tariff law.
As mentioned earlier, Jean-Louis Riel was very active in the Métis rebellion against the forces of the
government: the Hudson’s Bay Company and the local Assiniboia Council. He had had a bad experience
with the Hudson’s Bay Company when he bought a carding machine from Quebec for his milling
business. He had gone into partnership with the Hudson’s Bay and it turned out badly. The contract with
the HBC was unfair and the operation of the carding machine and the mill ran into trouble from the very
beginning. He stopped the mill the same year he started. He had also met a progressive missionary who
opened his mind to the real intentions and operations of the HBC and the Assiniboia Council. The
priest’s name was Georges-Antoine Belcourt. He ran a mission in Baie-St-Paul on the Assiniboine River
30 miles west of Winnipeg for ten years and had taken a sincere interest in the Native and Métis around
him. He learned the languages and became a central figure in the area, which my father respected and
admired. They spent a lot of time hanging out together during 1846-1847 when Father Belcourt lived in
St. Boniface living and working as a teacher and carpenter. He was influenced by this free-thinking,
strong-willed cleric who spoke English and wrote a Saulteaux-English dictionary. Early on he had
developed a dislike for the Hudson’s Bay Company and their treatment of the Métis and Natives in the
region, so much so that he became friends with Norman Kittson and encouraged the Métis to work
beyond the boundaries of the Hudson’s Bay. Belcourt was also the leading figure in submitting the
petition to the British Colonial Office in 1845. Branded a troublemaker by the Hudson’s Bay Company, it
didn’t take long for George Simpson, the governor of the HBC, to persuade the Archbishop of Quebec to
recall Belcourt from the west.

Georges-Antoine Belcourt, missionary in Baie-St-Paul on the Assiniboine River.
This happened in 1847.

Bishop Provencher was complicit in removing Belcourt from the Red River settlement so the local Native
population grew to strongly dislike the bishop. He had discredited himself as weak. It was a bad mistake
because the Métis and Natives became even angrier resulting in another petition. 233 families from the
White Horse Plains signed a petition demanding Belcourt be brought back west because he was the only
person they felt was looking after their rights. They threatened bloodshed if Belcourt didn’t return so
Governor Simpson agreed but only on the condition that Belcourt not participate in anymore
troublemaking. Belcourt refused to the condition and instead took over the Catholic mission in Pembina
on American territory. From the safety of Pembina, he carried on his fight for Native rights through
guerilla tactics.
Belcourt’s influence was so great that over 300 Métis moved from the Red River to Pembina. Others
who remained in the Red River settlement visited him often, including my father. Jean-Louis had
become very much part of the scene during the year 1845 when he led a group of rebellious Métis to
the gates of Fort Garry to demand the release of Belcourt, who had been arrested the year before after
his cart had been stopped and searched. Despite the fact they didn’t find any wrongdoing he had still
been unjustly brought to the fort. Belcourt was released. A year later my father led another group of
armed Métis to the doors demanding a Métis woman be released after she had been falsely identified in
a theft. Again the unjustly arrested half-blood was released. In the case of Belcourt a year earlier, it had
been my father who had carried Belcourt on his shoulders to the steps of St. Boniface Cathedral to
cheering Métis.
A few years later another man was arrested for illegally trading furs for goods in Pembina and then
selling them to Natives north of the settlement. Pierre-Guillaume Sayer was kept in Fort Garry so again
my father formed a protest committee and demanded his release. He traveled south to Pembina to
consult with Belcourt.

Pembina, mid 1800s.

During a mass just before Sayer’s trial he read a passage chosen by Belcourt, which more or less
declared the laws of the HBC as invalid, inviting the affected Métis to take up arms to fight against the
tyranny. The trial had been scheduled on Ascension Thursday with the expectation that the Métis would
miss the trial and instead attend mass but mass had been rescheduled in order to free the congregation
to pick up arms to defend against these illegal practices. Again it was my father Jean-Louis who stood on
the steps of St. Boniface Cathedral to lead the group of rebels to the courthouse.
Over 400 armed Métis arrived at the gates of Fort Garry. As the trial began a delegation entered the
courtroom and more or less took it over, declaring an ultimatum that if Sayer was found guilty there
would be consequences. He was found guilty but the judge declared there would be no punishment and
that his confiscated goods would be returned. In effect a crisis had been averted and there was no
bloodshed. But the end result was that Hudson’s Bay enforcement was no longer effective. Moreover
the muted victory of the Métis in this instance gave rise to a rallying cry: “Le commerce est libre. Vive la
liberté!” I was five when this happened and I saw my father as a hero of major proportions. To me he
was as cool as they came and without a doubt it coloured the way I saw the world. To lead a group of
downtrodden hard-working men against this type of greed-inspired tyranny was a victory of
monumental proportions.
But I think the most profound revelation of this event to me at that time in my life was the realization
that there was this deep resentment and racism that divided people rather than brought them together.
For such a religious kid who spent so much time in church and whose mother was always praying, it was
troubling for me to acknowledge that there was this evil in the world – that there were those who
sought to keep others down for the sake of financial gain. It was the beginning of me seeing the adult
world – a world full of hunger and pain and deep antagonism. My life had been full of laughter and
divine beauty, but after this I started to see the pretensions and resentments of the Irish Catholics and
the English Protestants and the Scottish Highlanders all bickering between themselves and the scorn and
disrespect I saw in their treatment of mixed-bloods and Natives. And the most repressive of them was of
course the Anglican clergy. These conservatives really didn’t fit in the wilderness in the west.
To quote William Cochran, an Anglican priest who lived and preached in the area for 40 years, he
believed that “the dominant Race of this Continent are the English.” He believed that the Métis and
Natives would always be “immoral, capricious, intractable, indolent, callous, prideful, wayward,
extravagant, ungracious, improvident and careless.” I didn’t see this at all. I saw the Métis as hardworking, passionate, strong-willed poets who had deep spiritual convictions who valued their freedoms
over puritanical morality that had been imported from a far-away world. British called the Métis and
Natives “savages” but they took that from the French word “savage,” which never meant the same in
English. Instead it meant wild and strong. Natives were strong and free and impressive specimens
standing much taller and much stronger than the average European at the time. For me it was the
opposite: I saw the pale clergymen as strangely foreign and alien to the world of forests and rivers and
deer, bitter and self-righteous men who could not grasp reality as it truly was.
This remained with me all my life – trying to reconcile how these weakly, pale men tried to dominate
stronger and more able men.
And when I became older, the most striking incongruity I found was how these celibate, wimpy men of
the cloth would prohibit and admonish and impose a puritan sexual morality on these men of action. It
was the most revealing of all the upside-down craziness that I was witnessing all around me. For others

not to see how insane it was I still have trouble with. This “Christian respectability” found fruitful ground
when George Simpson divorced his Métis wife and married his 18-year old cousin, thus fostering an
elitist fervor to establish a white upper class in this new settlement in the middle of the wilderness. This
world always remained foreign to me – how divorced it all was from the rich soil and the vibrant animals
that were all around us all growing up in the Red River area. This snowballed a dormant racism that had
been there in the Hudson’s Bay’s policies and now was openly pro-white at the exclusion of the
labourers and fur traders who went into the heart of the wild to trap the furs, or shoot the buffalo so
they could eat.
As a young man it was troubling and confusing for me.
It was a complex mix of old world rivalries that took many years for me to figure out. This British ruling
class was imposing their power over the veterans who had built the town that would become Winnipeg.
So from a very young age I had a healthy suspicion of these white men of the book who exerted their
power over the powerful men of commerce and politics. I didn’t know at the time how this precise
conflict would consume me and end up defining my life. For time being however, I was part of the
French-speaking population living across the river in St. Boniface and we all watched it with a deTachéd
irony. My father was outspoken of this French-English rivalry that had existed for centuries. What was
important was that it was being played out in this microcosm of the world in such an isolated wilderness
location, which of course only highlighted how silly it all was to me.
Further to this my father was the leader in the petition and removal of Adam Thom – a Scottish
journalist-turned-lawyer who was called “the judge.” He reported to the Assiniboia Council and to the
Hudson’s Bay Company of the goings on in the Red River settlement, and through his actions it was plain
to see how bigoted he was against both the French and the Métis. After leading the Métis to protest
against the outright prejudice against them the HBC governor Simpson was forced to fire him from his
post. He was fired but was allowed to remain as a journalist, still fermenting hostility and discord. The
Métis then threatened to burn down his house unless he was removed from the area. Simpson, by now
fully aware of the potential threat posed by the Métis and Native and French as a group agreed to
remove him, sending Adam Thom to York Factory on the shores of Hudson’s Bay back to his native
Edinburgh.

Adam Thom, troublemaker and racist.
Without a doubt these happenings influenced me but at the time I didn’t know to what degree. The
attention and respect my father had from his leadership role in the community were to pave the way for
me to take up a leadership role in the name of justice, and the name Riel became synonymous with
fighting justice in the name of the mixed-bloods and the French. However my father, despite his
education, was passed over when it was time to appoint representatives on the Assiniboia Council,
being regarded as a troublemaker and radical. I think it was more this injustice and slight that coloured
us as a family more than anything else. From his political experience alone – organizing a movement to
fight for just change – he should have been appointed to many different powerful positions within the
Red River settlement but he was not. And we suffered as a family because of it.
This was a cause of deep bitterness to us all.
This bitterness grew and grew, especially in 1852 when torrential rain hit the colony and flooded our
farm. We had to seek respite at Father Provencher’s house where we lived for a few months until the
waters subsided. But by this time my father had tired of farming and wanted to return to milling so he
proposed to buy the carding machine from the Council of Assiniboia that had been imported from
Montreal and start his own business. A price was agreed upon but the Council didn’t allow him to pay
for it over time so he was forced to take a loan from the Hudson’s Bay Company that would be paid back
within three years. The grist mill went into operation and the loan was paid back by 1855.
By this time we were doing well financially. We built a new house, bigger than before for all the children
that my mother was having. There was me in 1844 and then Sara in 1848, Marie in 1850, Octavie in
1852, Eulalie in 1853 and then Charles in 1854. I had started school in 1853 with the Grey Nuns – the

same order that had been set up when my father had arrived in the Red River Settlement all those years
before. And as usual, I lived in residence in the wooden, three-storey school that had come to dominate
the skyline in St. Boniface near the cathedral. When the Christian Brothers arrived the following year in
1854 I was one of their first pupils, being fortunate to receive a classical education, with religion as the
central theme in my early education.
At the time I was a neat little kid, with thick auburn-brown hair and serious brown eyes the shape of
saucers. I was quiet and introverted, and had a habit of giving my lunch away to those in need of food. It
was my nature from early on to give to the needy – to do the right thing – the Christian thing to help thy
neighbour. One of the priests Alexandre Taché took a liking to me and told my parents I might be a good
candidate for the ministry.

Alexandre Taché, Bishop of St Boniface, Manitoba.
When Father Provencher died in 1853 and Father Taché took over as bishop, he kept his eye on me,
giving me full access to the bishopric library when I turned 13 in 1857. I loved this act of kindness, taking
full advantage of the books they had. For the first time I had access to philosophy and literature and all
the fascinating books that nurtured my imagination and added to my growing knowledge of the world of
books. I started to study Latin, being groomed for the priesthood. By the spring of 1858 Bishop Taché
told my parents that I had been awarded a full scholarship to attend the best college in Quebec. My life
was about to change.

CHAPTER FIVE
SCHOOL IN QUEBEC
There were four of us who had been selected to go east for our education: Joseph Nolin, Daniel
McDougall, Louis Schmidt and myself. I remember the parents of Joseph Nolin not letting their son go
because the scholarship didn’t allow for travel funds to return on holidays. And I remember Daniel
McDougall being too immature to handle the distance from his parents, suffering from bouts of
homesickness. But Louis Schmidt and I became very close friends, indeed Louis was a lifelong friend. As
with many Métis, Louis Schmidt was blonde-haired and blue-eyed, but unlike the majority of Métis he
was frail physically and small-boned. Strangely, his last name was French (LaFerté) but had been
changed to Schmidt by Father Taché because he thought Louis must be German.

Louis Schmidt, classmate of Louis Riel in Quebec.
On June 1, 1858 I left for the east. Being so young I could not see how profound an event this was. My
grandfather and my uncles were living in Montreal so having family there made it less scary for me than
perhaps the others like McDougall. We traveled south to Pembina on a brigade of carts, each of us being
a “captain” of our own cart. The dusty June Prairie was such a poignant memory for me, the beginning
of a journey that would take me to the higher reaches of higher education. Pembina had always been a
magical place in my mind after my father and my grandmother Lagimodière talking about the town as a
place where smuggling happened and rebellious people lived, but I recall being crestfallen when we
reached Pembina. Having been hit hard by the flooding in 1852, Norman Kittson had moved his trading
post to higher ground some 20 miles away in St. Joseph. We found a ghost town.

Pembina flooding, 1852.
Being that we were traveling in June we were fully aware that the Sioux were in the area in the midst of
their buffalo hunt. Scared that we might be attacked by these brave warriors, we took a more protected
woods trail east when we reached Minnesota. During the journey we camped one night at Old Crossings
near Red Lake Falls, and believe it or not I ran into my father.
He had been away for over a year buying parts and equipment for his milling business and was on his
way back with the goods and had bumped into me by chance. Of course for me it was providence. Being
both emotional men in the French tradition, it was a glorious meeting of father and son. I was thrilled to
see my father for that night and would cherish the memory for the rest of my life because it was the last
time I would ever see my father.
It still warms my heart to remember our meeting.
For another 28 days we traveled through Minnesota eastwards to the newly created capital of St. Paul,
the state of Minnesota having just officially been made into a state of the United States a month before.
St. Paul was a serious frontier town, rowdy and full of woodsmen and pioneers who knew what it was to
settle the land and work hard. Boasting a growing population of over 14,000, it was pretty

overwhelming for the three of us young lads from Red River. The churches were huge and some of the
houses and buildings were like nothing I had ever seen before. And being on the mighty Mississippi River
the steamboats were an endless source of amazement for me. When we boarded one of them, I was
thrilled. We traveled down the Mississippi to Prairie du Chien in Wisconsin where we boarded a train to
Chicago. The adventure on the train was just as thrilling to me as a boy of 13. We passed through Detroit
into Upper Canada to Toronto where we stayed in a convent for the night. Perhaps giddy from the
adventure we became more and more unruly the closer we came to Montreal, finally arriving there
some five weeks after our departure. Sister Valade, God bless her soul, left us there to begin our
schooling, I’m sure relieved to have made the journey unscathed.
Montreal, with its churches and flamboyant French architecture moved me like an artist would seeing
world-class paintings for the first time. I was in awe. Being so young and having such a limited spectrum
of experience with regards to cities, it was a formative impression. Montreal had been in a 14-year long
economic boom. The streets were both grand and sinister – dark alleys and streets full of sin near the
harbour on the St. Lawrence River as well as the emerging mansions in the well-to-do areas in the
downtown area and Westmount. But it was the churches that really created awe in my young mind:
Notre Dame, St. Paul’s, St. Andrew’s and St. Jacques were the ones that really left an impression, as well
as McGill University. There was over 90,000 people living there – a metropolis to me.
The three of us were separated into different schools, which was a very scary moment for me. But the
Sulpician Order, which was where I was assigned, was a very old religious order founded in Paris in 1641.
I was flattered but also at the same time felt an immense feeling of pressure and weighty expectations,
and felt I needed my friend Louis Schmidt with me. Despite the grandiose buildings all around us at the
seminary, things were very Spartan. The playground was a patch of dirt, and the breakfast was simple
porridge. A strong strain of asceticism dominated everything in the school, something that would stay
with me throughout my entire life.

The Sulpician Order, Montreal.
It was difficult for me at first. After growing up unrestrained in the wide-open fields and forests of Red
River, I found the discipline and ascetic routine a bit claustrophobic. I remember spending long hours
wondering why we were not let out of the school grounds free to explore the fascinating nooks and
crannies of the city. I wrote to my patron, Madame Masson in 1862, which still survives:
Alone and far from all that is dear to a son’s heart, I need not tell one such as you who has so
tender and good a soul what I am feeling at the New Year approaches and I think of my family’s
home … as it is impossible for me to share in the joys of this wonderful day, the joys of family, I
compensate by bestowing my warmest wishes…
But in no way did I ever lose sight of the fact that I was extremely privileged to have been given such a
quality education. Holidays like New Year’s reminded me of lost freedoms but I never felt I was losing
out. I knew I could return to the wild forests and freedom of Red River life after I graduated. Doors
would open for me if I wanted. The classical education I received would serve me in any endeavour I
would choose in life.
Considering I had come from “the sticks” compared to many of my fellow students, I did well. After the
first month I was 24th in my class of 37, and then moved up to 13th a month later. I started to win
academic prizes, especially in Latin. And my fellow students I think regarded me as coming from the
Wild West. My fellow schoolmate EusTaché Prud’homme wrote of me the following:

A young man from so far away who knew about pemmican and the tomahawk, who had seen
the long hair of the Sioux, of the Blackfoot or other warriors belonging to the savage tribes of
that vast region, a young man who had maybe almost been scalped; that was more than enough
to pique the curiosity of his classmates, little imps of twelve to fifteen years of age. In the hours
of recreation, after the excitement of the games the unruly boys were somewhat calmer, they
would gather around him and their young faces bore the expression of whatever emotion he
wanted to give them in the course of his story. He would tell some story about the habits and
customs of his region, or a comical tale about a remarkable adventure of which he was never
the victim. These were scenes of terrible prairie fires in the west, of children crushed and
kidnapped by the wild horses of fearless hunters who could jump over a large river in a single
bound to end their determined pursuit of ferocious animals.
Indeed many of my classmates remained friends of mine throughout my entire life. Some even
defended me during the turbulent times of rebellion and fighting injustice. I had – even from a young
age – valued loyalty and protecting the weak. Another aspect of who I was during this time was that I
was not very interested in sports. I would much rather discuss the meaning of life rather than kick a ball.
And I wasn’t a saint either. I could be a bit rebellious and cantankerous. At times when I might have
been singled out because of my Native blood I employed my sharp tongue with liberty, often showing
that I could defend myself against slander and falsehoods. I could be feisty and I was a boy who was
developing a rather serious code of ethics that I kept on exploring and polishing so that this moral code
was just and rational that would remain with me for the rest of my life. Other parts of my personality
started to manifest too. I was moody and stubborn at times, and hated it when others insisted their
view was right and mine was wrong. I harboured a quick temper and a simmering passion for what was
just, being relatively intolerant of other view. I remember wondering how others were not the same –
which others didn’t really care about their own opinions and beliefs. I regarded them at times as flimsy
in their principles, something that my father would regard as weak.
In 1862 our class of students moved into a newly built premises on Sherbrooke Street. It was much more
grandiose than the old austere residence on St. Paul Street. We had a garden and a three-tiered library
and much more space, giving us more comfort. And it was here in the new school that I really started to
establish myself and character. Defending the underdog was what I became known for. Many times I
stuck up for a classmate who was being bullied against those who lacked basic sensitivity for their fellow
man. Again it is the virtue of justice that governed so much of my life.
I also wrote a lot. Poems scatter my notebook from this time. In them past biographers have found
many themes that proved to be foreshadowing of events that would ultimately define my life in history.
One poem called “La Souris” (The Mouse) is all about bickering politicians who instead of running the
government in the best interests of the people they represent, are busy bickering and squabbling in a
vengeful frenzy. This contrast between the petty arguments between antagonistic politicians versus the
ideal of the philosopher-king working selflessly for the populace he represented is found throughout my
poetry because it was the world in which I grew up in. Not so much in Montreal but in Red River where
there had always been a divide between righteous governance for the people – all the people – and the
actions of appointed men focused on gaining power for those who put them in power, namely the
Hudson’s Bay Company and by proxy the conservative British elite based in Upper Canada (Toronto and
Kingston), and London, England.

During the summers while at school in Montreal we used to spend it with the Grey Nuns on the Ile St.
Bernard at Chateauguay. It had a great view of the St. Lawrence River and gave us all some time to relax
away from the strict discipline of the school. But as the years passed by, there were fewer of us. First
Daniel McDougall left because of extreme homesickness and then my friend Louis developed a bronchial
infection that plagued him for a long time. The doctors ultimately decided it was better for him to return
to Red River because the climate was dryer than the humidity of Montreal. This was a major blow for me
as Louis was my best friend.
So by 1861 I was the only student left of the original four who had been chosen years before.

Old Montreal.
I also spent part of the summer with my patron Madame Masson. Her husband had made a lot of money
from the import-export business so their home very big and luxurious. My father, finding out that they
owned a carding machine for milling, was able to buy it for a mere $200 when it was valued at $1000,
further helping him achieve high profits at his milling business in Red River. Madame Masson was a

central figure during these years, and their son became a staunch supporter of the Métis cause later in
life. At the Masson home in Terrebonne I learned a lot about the upper classes, such as their beliefs and
manners. I became acquainted with British conservative political philosophy in the home and widened
my perceptions of the real world.
But soon I would be graduating from the lower school towards higher studies preparing me for the
priesthood. I was still deeply religious and still prayed daily. I was not yet troubled by the inequalities
and injustices of the outside world so in 1863 at age 19 I entered upper school to study philosophy. Up
to that point I had had a very emotional connection to Catholicism, having developed my beliefs in an
environment that really hammered the fear of God in me. The austere and severe ambience of quiet
study halls and musty churches brought home the severity of this vocation and instilled in me a reliance
and dependency on God to be just and make things right. My belief was pure and my path was clear: I
would become a priest and spread the word of God and inspire those towards the light and strike down
those who trespassed against others and suppressed the meek. I confessed my sins dutifully and
believed the repentant were spared by God. Those who were killed in the fire that swept through
Montreal around this time were, I thought, sinners who had been punished by the Almighty. More and
more I developed the sincere belief that because I had faith and I confessed my sins that I would be
spared the wrath of God.
I believed that He, the Almighty, was on my side.
But all of this was sent into turmoil in 1864 when I was 20. I had been studying at the College de
Montreal for six years with the Sulpicians when I learned that my father, after a brief illness, died. It was
such a profound shock. My father was only 46 years old. His business was finally doing well. He had
remained active politically in Red River, continually representing the Métis in their struggles against the
establishment and even had two more children since I had left. He was a respected man in the
community, often helping those in need. He helped the Grey Nuns set up their own mill so they could
become weavers. He was a fun-loving and tender man who was always kind and caring to me who I
admired like no other in my young life. It was such a devastating blow that I don’t know if I ever really
recovered. I was simply not prepared for it.
I was blindsided in every sense of the word.
I changed. I became more pious and spoke in rather extreme religious prose. It was an emotional
reaction but for anyone who has spent six years away from their family at a boarding school will know,
this kind of extreme reaction is not uncommon. The anchor and cornerstone of my life had unexpectedly
been removed – and I imploded. I became extreme. That’s the best way I can explain it. And this
extremism last almost two years. Some say this was the beginning of a mental illness that would
eventually put me into an insane asylum but I’m not a psychologist. Needless to say, it wrought havoc in
my heart and caused me to question all my beliefs up to that point because my father was a just man.
Why would God take him from this earth?
Because I had studied so carefully and deeply, and because I cared so much about God and my studies
for so long I was able to coast for the rest of the year at school, getting decent marks and maintaining a
respectable front but I knew in my inner core that I had been rocked and this austere world of ceremony
and routine was far from where I wanted to be. My father’s death instilled in me a new belief: that life

should be lived and the gospel should be brought to the needy through acts of kindness and not always
from a pulpit. I thirsted for the forests of Red River and to see my family who I had not seen in so many
years. A seven-year life cycle had been completed and it was now time to return, educated and thankful
for my time in the big city and among the civilized men and women with the Sulpician Order and the
Grey Nuns.
In 1864 I quit the order. I saw myself as inheriting the mantle of the family. I was needed in Red River to
support my eight brothers and sisters. For me it was time to enter the real world and eschew the dry
conformity that I had already mastered. I knew that the religious life could not support a family of nine.
As much as I was at home within the cloistered walls of the order, I knew in my heart that my destiny lay
outside in the wild prairies of what was to become Manitoba.
But at first I was more scared than thrilled. I hedged my bets and asked the school if I could attend my
classes as a day student and live at the convent of the Grey Nuns. It would give me much more freedom
that the stuffy cloistered halls of the Sulpician residence. Reluctantly they agreed but this did not last
long. I began to skip classes and I all but ignored the curfew. It was actually a disaster.
But the truth was I had fallen in love.
Marie Guernon was a twenty-two year old girl I had met through my aunt and uncle Riel. I was love
struck, and everything in my world seemed to be second in importance to the urgency I felt towards
Marie. When my father died I reacted with deep emotion and began to question God’s will, but when I
met Marie I was convinced that my calling was outside of the church. I became so distracted by her that
my studies suffered and my attitude to my education waned. The tragedy of it was that her parents
knew I was of mixed blood and therefore did not approve of the marriage. They told me that she was
too genteel for me – a roundabout way of being racist. But I persevered and kept my hopes up that
somehow and someday we would overcome their opposition and that we would be together.
Another unfortunate tragedy from this situation was that I was only six months away from graduating
with my baccalaureate. After six and a half years of extreme dedication, sacrifice and hard work, I
couldn’t sustain my efforts to reach the finish line. I was too torn up about my father and devastated not
to be with Marie to continue so I informed the school that I was quitting. I knew I was letting down
Father Taché and the priests at the school but I had nothing left. The director of the school wrote Father
Taché a letter:
We have no regret for having given him his education. It is true that we would have been
happier if we had been able to return to you, in his person, a good missionary. But God does not
seem to have called him to that estate. I am very much afraid that the poor boy was not worthy
of it. In any case it is a thousand times better that he should be an ordinary Christian than
become a bad priest.
I was obviously very upset at this letter since it stated clearly I wasn’t worthy of the education. Yet I was
always near the top of my class and did well at school. I still feel it was a veiled reference to the wild
Native blood in me – that I had the call of the wild in me and was not civil enough to remain calm and
cut off from the vibrancy and healthy instincts of life. Had I just been a test to see if a Métis could
become a missionary? I would never know the answer to this question.
And to be honest, it bothered me for the rest of my life.

But I wouldn’t become an ordinary Christian – not by a long shot.
So what was I to do with my life? Educated but leaving without a degree. In love but without my woman
at my side. Healthy and able but with no trade, I had some serious, life-defining decisions to make. Do I
remain in the east or do I return to my family in the west? Wisdom told me to try to find work in
Montreal in the post office or a bank or in customs. I had been inspired by George-Etienne Cartier’s
speech about a united Canada and his efforts to fight for minority’s rights in the new Canada so I wrote
him a letter asking for a job. I had become even more interested in politics, especially with Métis rights
in Red River, and thought getting a foothold in the door in Montreal would be the wise move but I didn’t
hear back from Cartier. I wrote a second letter, and then a third but didn’t get a reply.
But as luck would have it I landed a job as a law clerk.
When I started work at Laflamme, Huntington and Laflamme on 232 Denis St. in Montreal, things
changed for me. Rodolphe Laflamme was an extraordinary Quebecois nationalist and not afraid to
express his opinion against the establishment, which included his anti-clericalism. It was a breath of
fresh air for – a sort of new world where the fetters had been cut and one was allowed to speak freely
their true feelings on truly important matters. There was a moment in my life when I thought I might be
in the right spot for my life to prosper. I liked the job and I was still courting young Marie but ultimately
there was just too much opposition. Marie at one point agreed to marry me and we drafted a marriage
contract but her parents didn’t agree and Marie sided with her parents. It was the final straw for me and
rather rashly I quit my job at the law firm and left Marie behind, leaving Montreal for the wild west of
the Red River and my home in St. Boniface.
It was finally time for me to return west.

CHAPTER SIX
RED RIVER AS AN ADULT
When I left the east for Red River my duty was clear as day: the Riel family was on hard times and as the
eldest child it was now my responsibility to help my mother and siblings. But instead of landing in Red
River I chose to go to Chicago where I knew there was a cabal of nationalist Quebecois who looked after
their own. Many had fled Quebec because of Confederation. It was 1867 and many Frenchmen and their
families uprooted from New France to settle in Chicago – the site of an old portage route during the fur
trade where many of its settlers were Métis and French. There was an expatriate Canadien there named
Louis Fréchette who knew my old boss Rodolphe Laflamme.

Louis Fréchette, French nationalist based in Chicago after Confederation in 1867.
Fréchette was a Quebecois nationalist like Laflamme and grew to resent the growing British power and
influence of Upper Canada over the French Lower Canada so that he picked up and left Lower Canada
for Chicago where he founded the French-language newspaper L’Observateur. There in Chicago he
established himself with other French nationalists. Frechette was a prolific poet who wrote several
books of poetry and even an opera – all dealing with the theme of French in a British New World. When
I arrived in Chicago I had a letter of introduction and so Frechette invited me to stay with him.
Immediately I found myself in the epicentre of French resistance in Chicago. I wrote a lot of poetry
during this time in Chicago, influenced by both Frechette and the French poet Alphonse Lamartine. The
poems were full of despair and brooding, lost love and a strong sense of disempowerment. But I
discovered quickly that living with Frechette in Chicago was not for me. I yearned for the Red River and
my family so I continued west to St. Paul Minnesota.

It had changed a lot since I had passed through six years before. The United States had just finished the
terrible Civil War that divided and decimated the populace, affecting its politics and stirring up notions
of annexing the northwest from Canada. In St. Paul I listened to these arguments closely, and found a
somewhat sympathetic ear insofar as the northwest was indeed a separate entity from the eastern
power structure of Montreal and Kingston. It was the summer of 1867 and Canada was becoming its
own nation. Confederation was becoming a reality and there were plenty of detractors calling for a
separate nation in the Northwest, whether Canadians or Americans. In St. Anthony, an old French
settlement beside St. Paul, I found various people calling for the French and Métis to claim the
northwest of Canada, and in this I found a logical argument – and one that would change the course of
my life.
I stayed in St. Anthony (St. Paul) and worked at a dry goods store where I was desperate to save some
money for the family that awaited me in Red River. I wanted to return but I thought it prudent to have a
means to make money first. I saved while I worked there and sent money back to my mother in Red
River, knowing they were experiencing a drought and another invasion of locusts that threatened to
decimate the Riel farm and the entire Red River settlement. I worked for a year in St. Anthony before I
picked up to leave for Red River but even before I reached my family I stopped in the Métis village of St.
Joseph to do some business, the same village the trader Norman Kittson had established after the
terrible floods of 1852. The priest Georges Belcourt was there too, where he still wielded power against
the injustices against the Natives and Métis people by the Hudson’s Bay Company and the local
Assiniboia Council. It was there I met Antoine Blanc Gingras – a fur trader who would become a very
good and trusted friend.
It wasn’t until July of 1868 that I finally arrived home in Red River, a full ten years from the time I had
left as a boy. I revelled in seeing my family again! I hadn’t seen my mother for so long and I could see in
her eyes how proud she was of me. I embraced all of my siblings and felt the familial love that I had
yearned for during the long years away from them. But as joyous as this was, I was appalled at the
hardships of the settlement. Not only had the grasshoppers overrun and destroyed the crops and
vegetation, the drought had wreaked havoc on the crops. Everywhere I saw destruction. It was like a
battlefield. And to top things off a tornado had hit the village and destroyed the Anglican Holy Trinity
Church. It was as if God were punishing the townsfolk. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the buffalo
hunt that June had been a bust. Fewer and fewer buffalo could be hunted – the result of overhunting
and killing buffalo for their hides.
The livelihood of the Métis was seriously at risk.
One of the biggest changes was that the family had moved from our old spot on the Seine River to a lot
on River Road in St. Vital, four miles south of St. Boniface on the west side of the Red River. The land had
been owned by my mother’s brother Benjamin who sold it to the family at a good price. The move was
wise because the milling business, while it had proved profitable for a few years, had waned due to
changing demand. Also, the land had better soil for their agricultural purposes. There was a two-storey
house with a central fireplace that was big enough for the large family, and the Grey Nuns had set up a
school only a mile away, close enough for the children to attend school. My eldest sister Sara had taken
her vows to become a Grey Nun so deep was her religious convictions, and my other sister Marie, who
was eighteen, was teaching school in St. Charles. And many close friends lived in the area so my mother
had the support of her friends during times of trouble.

I worked hard alongside my siblings to make the farm profitable. I learned a lot as I worked, soon
becoming quite good at the various things required to become a good farmer. It was hard work yet I had
been so protected by the cloistered life in Montreal in the Sulpician Order that I took to the hard
physical labour and enjoyed witnessing how my muscles firmed up and my spirit followed suit. There
were very difficult days of hard work yet I found it exhilarating how toil could bring such a glorious result
that seemed to feed my self-esteem way more than good marks could at school. I was with my family
and I became part of the community and earned the respect of my neighbours. I felt I was home and it
grounded me. I loved the smell of the soil and for the first time I felt that sense of belonging that man
has experienced throughout the ages.
I was proud to have a home and land to till.
It didn’t take me long to start to buy more land. In January of the next year 1869 I bought 84 acres of
land adjacent to our family plot of land. Everyone could see that the new village of Winnipeg was
succeeding and that more and more European settlers were arriving from the east. Confederation and
the formation of the Dominion of Canada called for new immigrants and citizens from Upper and Lower
Canada to move west to settle land, so many of us in the area started to buy up plots of land as an
investment. The Hudson’s Bay Company surveyed land and divided it up into lots for sale. I bought more
land later in 1869 on the south bank of the Seine River. But for all my ambition as a land owner and
farmer, I became more and more intrigued with the political situation in Red River. Like my father I
couldn’t help but become involved.
It would prove to be a fateful year for me in 1869.
Meeting my old friend Louis Schmidt had a lot to do with it all. He had left Montreal years before me
and took a job in Pembina with the Catholic establishment translating documents into Cree. He had
always been a sharp guy so it was with some ease that he picked up the Cree language. This opened
many doors for him and gave him good insight into how the Cree were feeling about the American
government’s efforts to reel them in to the reservation life. Schmidt wore the black robe of the Catholics
so the Cree trusted him as a man of God. There was immense respect for the Black Robes but
tremendous suspicion of those who sent him to them – namely the government. Louis did what he had
to in order to pay his way and earn enough to support himself doing writing jobs and administrative
work, including teaching in St. Boniface - a job he hated. He wanted to become a freighter so he worked
hard to save enough to buy a vehicle. Finally he made enough to establish a mail route between
Abercrombie in North Dakota and Helena in Montana. He worked as hard as he could but he ran into
catastrophe after catastrophe until finally, in 1868 he experienced a tragedy that left him crippled for
the rest of his life. He became separated from his group in a blizzard on his way west to Montana,
finding himself in dire straits after his horse froze to death. He almost died but somehow managed to
find help, ending up with a frozen foot. He had three tows amputated, which left him with a limp.
It was right after this event that I invited him to my house in Red River to catch up during the summer of
1868.
I quickly learned of the rampant bigotry happening among the political elites that ran the local
governments in the area. It was far worse than during the time when my father lead resistance against
the Hudson’s Bay Company and the governors of the Selkirk colony. It was clear to both Louis and I that
the existence of the Métis people was in peril. A lot of it boiled down to one particularly zealous

Anglican preacher who was a member of the Orange Order. He preached against Catholics as if it were
Manifest Destiny. His parish was west of Winnipeg on the Assiniboine River where most of his
congregation were English-speaking Métis. Week in and week out he designed his sermons to foment
discontent and resentment against Catholics, whether they be Métis or European French Catholics. This
Reverend Griffiths Owen Corbett believed Catholics were degenerates and that where they lived was
protestant land. These seeds of discontent kept the local people at each other for years, beginning as far
back as 1858.

Reverend Griffiths Owen Corbett, an anti-Catholic Orangeman.
Corbett was a troublemaker so it wasn’t too long before he caused an uprising. Father Corbett was
arrested for trying to abort an unborn baby from a 16-year old whom he had been having a relationship
with. He was jailed in Fort Garry without bail. After a trial he was found guilty and sentenced to six
months in jail. So it wasn’t long before his supporters submitted a petition to give him a pardon, but
when this was refused his supporters broke into Fort Garry and freed him. The Hudson’s Bay Company
governor Alexander Dallas decided to create a posse of constables to find Corbett and the ringleader
James Stewart and jail them both, which they did but this merely promoted more unrest. Father
Corbett’s supporters again stormed Fort Garry and released both Corbett and Stewart whereupon
Governor Dallas decided to let it all go. He knew that without a proper police force he couldn’t enforce
the law. Corbett was eventually removed from his parish but he left behind a rattled and divided
populace of English-speakers against French-speakers and Protestants against Catholics, and had
severely dented the authority of the Hudson’s Bay Company.
Another development in Red River I learned about from my friend Louis was how there had been two
exploratory expeditions during the years 1857-1860 when two groups explored the area and concluded
that the Red River area was ideal for farming, with its rich soil and access to water. This led to an influx

of “carpetbaggers” from Ontario looking to establish farming communities. But these new arrivals also
brought with them their prejudices. One distinct group settled about 25 miles west of Red River along
the Assiniboine River in modern-day Portage Le Prairie that was exclusively English Protestant. Another
group of freemen who were intent on making money from land speculation settled in the village of
Winnipeg just across the Red River from St. Boniface. Many of these arrivals were Orangemen whose
beliefs were such that they were very intolerant to half-breeds and Catholics. It was the manifestation of
“Manifest Destiny” – a push to solidify the land as Canadian but even more so the bread basket for the
Anglo-Saxon race. For the growing Anglo establishment in Toronto, this far-off piece of land that was the
gateway to the rest of Canada was now the centre of a fierce struggle for control. Whoever controlled
this gateway would control the settlement of the rest of Canada: to the Rockies and beyond to the
Pacific Ocean.
Ironically, most of these new arrivals had a strong dislike for the Hudson’s Bay Company despite it being
a British institution. Many of these Protestant Orangemen were sceptical about this company that ran
the frontier as a type of French mafia whose monopoly of the fur trade had corrupted it. The
Orangemen wanted a British style government void of any privately run corporation. And as an
extension of this belief, the Orangemen looked at the Métis as lesser people, a lazy people not worthy of
equal representation in the area.
In short, the Orangemen regarded the land as theirs for the taking and any effort to thwart them from
achieving their Manifest Destiny was an obstacle to be overcome by any means necessary.
For me it was upsetting because I knew the old world of the buffalo hunt and the struggles from the
beginning of the Selkirk colony. Talking to Louis Schmidt I could feel the emotions stir within my gut,
which brought some degree of angst when I pondered the future of my homeland and the basic rights I
would have of my newly purchased lands. Upper Canada and Lower Canada had had their rebellions in
1837, and these lands where I lived were still not a province in the Dominion of Canada. Indeed they
were still lands owned by the Hudson’s Bay Company, so for all who were concerned it was a place
where there was to be a showdown. These new arrivals, who were called “Canadians”, added a strong
spice in the mixture of the population whom the Council of Assiniboia regarded with extreme suspicion,
especially when they set up the only newspaper in the area called the Nor’Wester. In this newspaper the
Canadians perpetuated the British ideal of Manifest Destiny. In effect it became a propaganda tool for
the Toronto-based newspaper The Globe.
In many ways it stirred up resentments and hard feelings among the diverse groups of people who were
now living in the area.
Furthermore, during my lively chats with Louis Schmidt, I learned more and more about Dr. John
Christian Schultz. First of all let me say that I respect the hard work and the discipline it takes to
graduate as a medical doctor and the gumption required to build a business in a new up-and-coming
settlement like Red River, but what bothered me about Schultz was his racist politics. As mentioned he
trained as a medical doctor but upon arriving in Red River realized quickly there was no money in
treating the sick. He knew that underneath all his education he preferred to become wealthy rather
than heal the sick. He bought some land and became involved in the fur trade and built a retail business,
and then built a restaurant and inn. In 1864 he left the hotel business and focused on general trade,
building a large new building in the heart of the growing village of Winnipeg. In 1867 he bought shares in
the Nor’Wester newspaper, which gave him the platform to voice his most passionate desire: to annex

the northwest into the dominion of Canada. As a firm believer in Manifest Destiny, he became a leader
in the movement to stretch Canada coast-to-coast. But underpinning this desire was the knowledge that
the land he had bought would soar in value if this dream would become a reality. In Schultz’s vision, the
northwest would become part of Canada and new immigrants would flood into the region pushing up
land values, and these new immigrants would buy supplies from his store. His plan had some logic, and
controlling the Nor’Wester was his best move to make this happen.

Dr. John Christian Schultz, successful businessman and promoter of Manifest Destiny.
But add to his cunning and guile was a man who deeply disliked Métis and Catholics, and believed the
land all around him should be controlled by white Protestants. In 1864 he set up the first masonic lodge
in the area called the Worshipful Master of the Northern Lights Lodge. Here in the lodge he would meet
and greet like-minded Orangemen and other white Protestants who would share their thoughts on how

to gain control of this vast land and thus fulfill their collective Manifest Destiny. It would become the
rallying centre for the Protestants to fight and overcome the French Catholics and the Métis who stood
in their way.
By 1868 Winnipeg was becoming a rather quaint frontier town. A downtown centre had formed with
Schultz’s general store and drugstore in the thick of it, beside his house and a few doors down from the
offices of the Nor’Wester. The Hudson’s Bay had an outlet on King Street as well, with free traders
scattered all around the downtown core, their stores and houses making the beginnings of Winnipeg.
Andree McDermot, an Irishman who had worked for the Hudson’s Bay Company and who had arrived
with the Selkirk settlers in 1812 had made a very prosperous business for himself by striking out on his
own, learning the language of the Natives he traded with and opening a store where a settler could by
everything from a harness strap for a horse to a horse itself. This store he built was called Emerald
Grove, and it was the busiest store in town built on the shore of the Red River.

Old Winnipeg, mid 1800s.
McDermot married a Métis women and they had fifteen children, many of whom became powerful
citizens in Winnipeg. Some married wealthy businessmen, further consolidating McDermot’s power
base as a businessman. What was important about McDermot and his family was that because they had
made lots of money with the Hudson’s Bay Company still ruling the land they were protective of the HBC
to remain in power so they could continue to make money. Therefore this network of Irish-Métis folks
fought against Schultz and his Canadians from annexing the northwest because it would disrupt their

money-making. They were much more sympathetic to the Métis and Natives as freighters and traders
and would ultimately fight tooth and nail against the masonic cabal led by Schultz.
The other thing Louis Schmidt told me about was the presence of the Americans in Red River. It was true
there had always been Americans in the Red River settlement before, it was also true that their numbers
had increased dramatically during the after the American Civil War, particularly after 1865. They, for the
most part, did not take part in the fur trade but rather they had become successful merchants believing
that the United States would annex the northwest. The trade between St. Paul and the Red River had
always been robust and they believed that because of that the American government would make it
their duty to take over the lands to the northwest because of trade and the fruitful soil found there. The
Americans tended to spend their time at O’Lone’s Saloon and Dutch George’s Emmerling’s Hotel. They
chose to keep their annexation beliefs to themselves in the hopes it would happen by surprise and that
they would stand to profit immensely from the military campaign north.

Dutch George’s Emmerling’s Hotel, before it was renamed Davis Hotel, Winnipeg.
And they were particularly cordial to the Natives and Métis, knowing firsthand the importance of good
relations with the Natives.
So these were the political undercurrents happening in Red River at the time, but it’s important to
remember that the Métis were by far the largest part of the population. The issue was that we were
losing power and our standard of living was decreasing. We didn’t have enough say in the governance of
our land. Couple this with the decimated buffalo population and you see a picture of despair and
hunger. A way of life was dying, mainly due to the wholesale slaughter of the buffalo by Americans with
rifles. A note Métis Norbert Welsh wrote in MacLean’s magazine in 1933 about what he witnessed:
The Yankees shot more buffalo for their hides than all the Half-breeds and Indians together.
Parties of Yankees used to come up to shoot for sport. Buffalo Bill once came on a trip and shot
five hundred buffalo. Colonel Cody had a contract for a Kansas Pacific Railway to supply its
laborers with buffalo meat. In eighteen months he killed 4,280 buffalo.
And the American government was complicit in the slaughter. By killing off the buffalo herds they would
be able to exercise some control over the troublesome Indians and Métis to put them on reservations,
and thus open the west up to immigration and settlement by European farmers and homesteaders. It
was a calculated effort to subdue the wild men of the plains. And this campaign directly affected the

Natives and Métis of Red River and our quality of life. Hunters would have to go farther and farther west
to find any buffalo. In 1868 however, there were no buffalo to be found.
The extinction of the way of life had become a reality.
Other factors came into play as well, such as the decline of beaver pelts. Fashion styles changed and the
demand for pelts shrank, which had a profound ripple effect in the Red River area. The voyageurs were
hit hard as were the freighters who transported the furs, which were mainly Métis and French. The
Hudson’s Bay Company was pinched too. Many turned to farming but income from farming was
dependent on weather fluctuations and machinery required to till the land. Many were not adept at
farming and suffered. In short the economy of the Red River settlements and the French, Native and
Métis who populated the majority were adversely affected by the decimation of the buffalo herds and
the shrinking of demand for furs. This coupled with the influx of white Protestants who were buying up
land in the hopes of annexation into the Dominion of Canada, the Métis felt marginalized and
desperately looked for a leader who would stand up for their rights and fight for equal representation.
With my education and my ability to write and speak English made me an ideal candidate to lead the
Métis in their struggle.
Right around this time it was decided that a road needed to be built linking Winnipeg with Thunder Bay
– a road opening up settlement to the west. It not only facilitated Manifest Destiny and the conquering
of more lands for the Anglo-Saxons, but it was imperative for the survival of Canada by warding off an
invasion of the United States into the northwest. It was, for Prime Minister Sir John A MacDonald, a
question of national security. Many resources went into the building of the road alongside the building
of the Canadian Pacific Railway. And the workers hired to clear the land and build the road were from
the Red River area, including many Métis. It was welcome work but tough work clearing the land. In fact
the lack of proper machinery necessitated men to carry cleared trees on their backs, all for a paltry wage
of $15 a month. But it was work and it was welcomed. The project was spearheaded by Simon Dawson,
a civil engineer and surveyor.
The 95-mile stretch of road from Winnipeg to the Lake of the Woods would be called the Dawson Road.
But what many did not foresee was the unexpected influx of immigrants from Upper Canada who
almost immediately began staking out claims of land along the road. And many of the laborers who
were hired were Americans who had just finished fighting in the American Civil War. These men were a
foul-mouthed, hard-drinking lot who had very little regard for the hard work required to undertake such
a mammoth project. One of these men was Thomas Scott – an Orangeman from Ontario (Upper Canada)
who almost immediately began to cause trouble. He persuaded his fellow workers to go on strike when
he was not paid traveling expenses to get to the work site, which wasn’t in his contract. When he wasn’t
paid he threatened his employer by dangling him over the swift flowing current of the Seine River. When
his boss finally did pay him and his fellow workers the extra wage to cover traveling expenses, he
returned to Fort Garry and charged Thomas Scott with assault. He and another man were convicted.
But it wasn’t the last time history would hear from this bad-tempered man.
And there were others as cantankerous as Thomas Scott. One of these men was Charles Mair, one of the
co-founders of the imperialist Canada First Party. Founded in 1868, these men formed an association to
further the white Anglo-Saxon mandate of Manifest Destiny to counter the power held by the French

Catholics who had settled the far-reaching western frontiers towns. Mair would be appointed as the
paymaster for the Dawson Road crew through connections from Upper Canada, namely the men in
charge William McDougall and John Snow. In this role he could act like a spy and report back to his
bosses what was happening in this now important area of land: the gateway to the west.

Charles Mair, poet and paymaster for the Dawson Road crew.
Charles Mair was a man of numerous talents to be sure but a man nonetheless on the payroll of the men
who wanted to claim the northwest for the white Protestants. He had published a book of verse just
before arriving in Red River and had become a bit famous for being a poet of note. Fancying himself as a
writer, he chose to publish his thoughts in the Globe newspaper in Upper Canada about the people in

the Red River settlement in terms that angered the Métis. He singled out the Métis as being lazy and
dependent on handouts. When the people in Red River caught wind of his thoughts about them it didn’t
take long for Charles Mair to be on the receiving end of a lot of ridicule himself. One time a woman who
was Métis cornered him in the post office and flogged him with her horse whip much to the amusement
and approval of the women and men who were there. Even I could not remain silent. I chose to send a
letter to the newspaper in Montreal called Le Nouveau Monde saying my piece. It was dated February
1st, 1869. Here is what I wrote:
Mr. Editor,
Please be so good as to give me a little space in the columns of your journal, so that I too may
write of Red River.
I cannot resist temptation since I have read the outrages which a journal in Upper Canada (the
Globe) has just uttered in publishing a letter of a certain Mr. Mair, who arrived in Red River last
fall. It is said this gentleman, an English Canadian, is gifted in writing verse; if such is the case I
advise him strongly to cultivate his talent, for in that way his writings would make up in rhyme
what they lack in common sense.
Only a month after his arrival in this country, Mr. Mair set out to describe it and its inhabitants.
He was as successful as the navigator who, passing by a league from the coast, writes in his log:
“The people of this country seemed to us very accommodating.”…
I am a half-breed myself and I say that there is mothering falser than those words. I know almost
all the name of those who received help this winter, and I can assure you that they were of all
colours. There are some half-breeds who do not ask for charity, as there are some English, some
Germans and some Scots, who receive it every week.
It was not, of course, enough for these gentlemen [Mair and company] to come and mock the
distress of our country by making unfortunate people driven by hunger, work dirt cheap [on the
Dawson Road crew]. They had also to spread falsehood among the outside world, to lead people
to believe that the relief sent to R. R. was not needed…
For me it wasn’t difficult to write. I felt I needed to say something in defence of my people against this
man who was badmouthing innocent people. What I didn’t expect was that so many people would be
affected by what I wrote. I couldn’t foresee the emotional reaction it caused, not only by those white
Protestants like McDougall and Mair and Snow but by the Métis who I was speaking for. I hadn’t realized
how much they were looking for someone to fight on their behalf. I didn’t even sign it by my name, only
my initials L. R.
I knew what he was up to. He was using his skills of poetry by writing about how beautiful it was in Red
River so that new immigrants would take the journey west and settle the lands to make it part of an
enlarged Canada. He and Schultz and a few others were buying up the best lots in and around the village
of Winnipeg so they could cash in. By marginalizing the Métis as indolent freeloaders living on handouts,
he was sowing the seeds of making half-breeds second-class citizens and paving the way for a British
Protestant power structure that could annex the rich farmland into the Dominion of Canada. Seeing this
I could not sit back and let them do this. Something inside of me burned indignantly, and a light was lit
that fueled in me the desire to fight against this plan of attack to usurp my homeland into their greedy,

imperialist hands. My thoughts turned to my father and his efforts to fight the Hudson’s Bay Company’s
injustices, so it was logical that I assume the reigns in the fight that he started years before. I realized
that I had all the tools to fight these men at their own game: language, education and political savvy. I
didn’t expect it to happen through a simple letter to the editor like this but in effect it did happen
because of this letter. I knew in my heart that after the reaction my letter caused I would follow it
through to the end – until the slander and falsehoods would be upturned and that our land would
remain in our hands.
I didn’t know where it would take me but I would fight against this theft and guile.

CHAPTER SEVEN
BECOMING A LEADER
Louis Schmidt filled me in on what had been going on in Red River but for me it was plain to see with my
own two eyes. I could see Mair and Snow and Schultz conspiring to buy up all the best lots in the area. I
could see why Mair was writing articles praising the beauty of the area, with its pristine lakes and
abundance of wildlife. And I could see why he was writing such romantic prose: to lure the Anglo-Saxons
west to settle and thus to buy land. It was about money and it was about power. All this at the cost of
my brothers and sisters: the Métis. Snow and his cohorts stooped as low as they had to in order to
secure land from the Native Indians. They sold them liquor, which was illegal, and they traded goods for
vast tracks of land. It was thievery in its rawest form, employing the lowest kind of cunning and guile.
On top of this, in 1869 it became apparent that the Hudson’s Bay Company was about to sell its vast
lands to the Canadian government. The cost of governing the large territory of the northwest was
proving too much for the HBC. The Canadian government after confederation in 1867 had started
negotiating with the Hudson’s Bay Company for its land but the negotiations had progressed slowly. The
government wanted to fulfill its vision of a dominion reaching from sea-to-sea but it also regarded the
lands in the northwest as rightfully theirs since fur traders and explorers had been using the land for
almost two centuries. It was a contentious negotiation but one imperative to the government from
Upper Canada. Compensation to the HBC was tricky but some sort of deal had to be offered in order to
prevent the Americans from moving in and wrecking this vision of a coast-to-coast Canada.
Finally, on December 1st, 1869, the Canadian government agreed to pay the Hudson’s Bay Company
£300,000 cash, and let them have 45,000 acres around each trading post as well as insuring the HBC had
no restrictions against the company’s trading as well as receiving one-twentieth of all township land
opened for settlement. Of course the Hudson’s Bay Company gained significantly from the deal,
ensuring its survival for centuries to come, but more importantly the backbone of Canada as a country
was born. But the cost of this deal was the displacement of the people of Red River who had essentially
settled and built the gateway to the northwest.
Charles Schultz and his white Protestant allies and cronies were overjoyed at the deal, which provided
them with the opportunity to become very wealthy men as well as achieving their dream of seeing a
united Canada stretching from the Maritimes to the Rocky Mountains. Upon hearing the news Schultz
erected a large Union Jack with the word “Canada” written across it. To most of the citizens of Red

River, they were stunned to learn that they had been sold like cattle to the government without a say in
the deal. They had a new master now, a master that had manipulated the rules of the game to their
advantage and represented by people who had no honor and were full of deceit.
This was the brave new world we were now living in come the summer of 1870.
Even before the closing of the deal with the HBC, the government in Ottawa had passed a bill
establishing a governing council for Rupert’s Land (the HBC lands of the northwest) and the Northwest
Territories (land up to the Arctic north of the 60th parallel) to be run by a governor and his council. The
Métis and French in Red River knew this would all be run by the Anglo-Saxon Orangemen who were
growing exponentially in the area. New immigrants were before 1869 a trickle but come that summer
the white Protestants were flooding into the region like the grasshoppers had in the past. Fortunately it
had been a wet spring and I was very busy with farming, which brought much needed revenue for the
Riel family. We were busy, sure, but we also saw the large celebrations on Canada Day – white Englishspeaking families playing cricket and drinking tea throughout the village of Winnipeg.
It was a gradual coup and we had had virtually no say in the matter.
Despite all the work needed to be done on the fields there was still time for meetings at the local
church. The French settlers were upset by the developments, knowing that the British were excellent at
exploiting advantages like this by passing laws and increasing their hold on the newly acquired lands.
They were rightfully concerned about the laws that would come that would diminish their say in how
things would be run. I listened sympathetically to these concerns, and soon became great friends with a
priest who facilitated many of these meetings: Father Noel-Joseph Ritchot. In a lot of ways he would
become like Father Belcourt to my father thirty years before – a mentor and reliable friend.

Father Noel-Joseph Ritchot. Roman Catholic Priest in St Norbert.
Father Ritchot saw what was going on too and expressed his worries over the developments during the
last year of two. Since Ritchot ran the church in St. Norbert, which was south of St. Boniface and on the
west side of the Red River, he was separate from the power structure already in place and felt the
freedom to let his opinions be known, finding safety in his somewhat isolated geography. A road that
had been built between Red River and Pembina brought more people into his parish in St. Norbert,
which soon attracted a rebellious element into the church. Ritchot, with his long beard, was a big man
and rebellious in his heart, not afraid to say what he thought and thus encouraging others to join him in
his fight for justice. I found the environment inviting enough to express myself too, finding a
sympathetic voice in his church in St. Norbert.
And it was in St. Norbert where I first met Snow and Mair. The two were in the area staking out claims of
land and dividing them into lots with wooden stakes along the road. Knowing full well what they were
doing, the local Métis soon surrounded them and told them they were not welcome in the area. The
Métis on their horses yelled at them and threatened them to leave or face a lashing, so the two men ran
to their horse and buggy and left St. Norbert. Since the Riel farm is so close to St. Norbert, I found out
about their presence and rode my horse south to confront them too. There in front of me were these
two greedy men, plump and round from the life of drinking and socializing in Winnipeg. I, on the other
hand, was hardened from working on the farm, lean and muscular in comparison with these two
dandies. I took an instant dislike to them, and I could plainly see that they regarded me with fear – not
from my blue-collar look but from the way I spoke to them. They could see the danger of an educated
half-breed. I didn’t fit into their view of what and who the Métis were.

They perhaps had never thought a half-breed could be educated.
But that day, for me, was when I became actively involved in fighting for a Métis homeland. To me it was
so clear what they were doing: parcelling up non-surveyed land and selling lots to English-speaking
immigrants in what traditionally was Métis and French-speaking land. It was so blatant that for the first
time I felt the blood boil within my heart. And looking at these arrogant, florid faces made me
determined to fight them off and defend the land I was born in.
A few weeks later I caught wind of some new lots that had been cleared and sold to new Englishspeaking immigrants just south of St. Norbert on the east side of the Red River. Trees had been cut to
make room for the house that would be built and a well had been dug, which was ready for the new
land owners. My fellow Métis brothers felt enraged like me at this intrusion and proceeded to scatter
the cut trees back over the lot and fill in the well. It was a language that could be understood. The new
settlers left the plot of land in fear for their lives.
We organized a meeting that day – July 5th, 1869 - with Jean-Baptiste Tourond and Jean-Baptiste Lépine
and decided to create mounted patrols of the area to prevent this from happening again. It was a French
parish so there would be no English in the area. It was a significant day because from that point on we
would be organized and coordinated in our defence against these intrusions into our lands. In effect we
became a militia that day – out of need, not out of desire to hurt. Our mission was to defend what we
owned: the land we had purchased and cultivated with our own hands.
And almost immediately it had an effect.
On July 24th we put a notice in the Nor’Wester newspaper announcing that there was a meeting for all
Métis to discuss the taking over of the Red River by the Canadian government. The leaders at this time
were Pascal Breland, William Dease and William Hallett. Many people attended the meeting five days
later but it also ended in no clear decisions. William Dease declared that the £300,000 should be paid to
the land owners and not the Hudson’s Bay Company, which was received warmly by those in
attendance. But then Dease went on to declare that then all the lands, including Fort Garry, should be
taken over and that he, William Dease, should then become governor. This second motion was debated
with no clear resolution. But what was important here was that at this point first John Bruce spoke up
against this and then I spoke up against this. It was the first time I initiated a stance on the issue in front
of the rank and file of the Métis resistance. Like so many things in my life, it wasn’t planned; it just
happened because I felt obliged to speak up just like my father did a few decades before.
The truth of the matter was that we didn’t trust either Dease or Hallett. We had the suspicion that they
were in the pocket of Charles Schultz and were agents provocateurs for the Canadian group. Their
mission was to deflect the Métis resistance and to bring us under their false leadership, a fully
Machiavellian move that reflected the guile of the white Protestants after our lands. When in the
months following this meeting we could all see that both Dease and Hallett were sympathetic to the
Orangemen and Canadian government we, the Métis land owners, banded closer together with
suspicion that kept us together into a cohesive whole. We all knew each other and were now very
distrustful of new faces in our ranks.
Adding to this brewing mixture of intrigue and players was the newly arrived American spy Oscar
Malmros – a man well-chosen for his English and French speaking ability. He made himself at home in

O’Lone’s Saloon and kept his true purpose close to his chest. The Americans believed that they would
succeed in securing the lands of the northwest as their gateway to the north. They were fully aware of
the value of the prairies, with its rich soil and boundless natural resources. But they had to be careful
with the daily influx of white Protestants from Upper Canada for the purposes of settling the land and
securing their own Manifest Destiny. And Malmros didn’t waste time waiting to meet me and the Métis
rebels who were now outwardly protecting our farmlands and advocating for a governing body that
represented our rights. Malmros offered us $25,000 to be in league with him and his American agitators
to help them defeat the new Canadian government in Ottawa.
No amount of money would make us ever jump into bed with Americans.
Since the deal with the Hudson’s Bay would not close until December 1st, 1869, none of the surveying by
the Canadian government was technically legal. Yet this didn’t stop a group of a half-dozen surveyors
descending on the Red River settlements on August 20th with their fencing and their stakes ready to
outline a new township. It was a further provocation against the Métis who had owned the land for
decades. The leader of the surveying group was John Stoughton Dennis, a man who had made his career
in the military as a surveyor. He had been tasked with mapping out strips of farm land 180 acres parcel,
instead of the 160-acre plots that the Americans had been using. The larger Canadian lots were more
suitable to the flat rich soil that would be used to grow wheat. And of course it was designed to attract
the “right kind” of farmers – namely white Protestants. But the carelessness of Dennis was immediately
apparent to the Métis landowners. Indiscriminately he hammered posts into the ground to map out
parcels of lands, enraging the existing landowners to drastic action. It was true that things had been
close to boiling for some time now, but this action was so blatant and done with such disregard for the
people who owned the land that it could not be accepted.
Those stakes he hammered into the ground represented a direct threat to their livelihood.

John Stoughton Dennis, surveyor of the Red River lands in 1869.
And the way he had mapped out this parcels ignored the most important thing to farming: water.
The thing that caused a lot of confusion was the custom of land purchases up to that point. The Métis
who had bought land often did not possess a title to the land despite having been purchased from the
Hudson’s Bay Company. Most of the time an entry was made into the HBC’s books as a record of the
transaction but the landowners did not have an actual title to the land, and the Canadians led by Schultz
exploited this to their advantage. It had been the custom to buy land without the receipt of a title but
the Canadians knew they could take advantage of this shortcoming. There were a few however who did
insist on receiving a title to every purchase they made, one of whom was Andrew McDermot. For the

many parcels of land he had purchased, he had insisted on getting a piece of paper stating what he had
bought and for how much.
It would be used by Schultz’s men to prove that the Métis had not legally bought the lands they claimed.
Dennis did take steps to warn the French and Métis what he was doing, by visiting Father Taché in St.
Boniface but at the time he was attending an ecumenical council in Rome so a Father Lestanc was in
charge, choosing instead to acquiesce to Dennis and his claims for surveying only those lands that fell
outside the ownership of the French and Métis. Dennis was smart to begin his surveying far south of the
Métis lands at the beginning because he knew the situation was tense and he was waiting for legal
documents to arrive from Ottawa that would clarify who owned what according to the Hudson Bay’s
records. Dennis surveyed for months until the line north from the US border had been mapped out. So
then he began on lands around Red River, lands that were close to the land owned by my family. One
piece of property that Dennis surveyed that was already owned was the land owned by Edouard Marion
– a Métis landowner. A cousin of mine, a Métis named André Nault, was working the Marion land when
the surveyors appeared. Nault confronted them. He explained that they were trespassing but the
surveyors couldn’t understand a word of French so Nault went to get me and some other Métis who
promptly rode over to Marion’s land on our horses. I clearly told them: “You go no further. This land
belongs to Monsieur Marion.” They understood this and they understood our body language and how
we encircled them with some degree of menace.
When they left the land we all knew that what would be called the Red River Rebellion of 1869 had
begun.

CHAPTER EIGHT
THE RED RIVER REBELLION OF 1869
That same day William McDougall arrived in St. Cloud, Minnesota. He had just been appointed the
governor of the Northwest Territories. Despite the fact it was still July and the deal between Sir John A.
MacDonald’s government and the Hudson’s Bay Company wouldn’t go through until December 1st, his
arrival with two deputies spelled trouble for the Métis in the region. William McDougall was a wellestablished politician whose allies were entrenched in the Canada First Party. His political sensibilities
were clearly pro Orangemen. To us, who had become rather emotional at the constant
underhandedness of the new Canadian government, were upset about the exclusion of the Métis and
French on any participation of the new local government.
With no representation how could it be representative of its population? We Métis were the majority.

Willian McDougall, appointed Lieutenant Governor of Rupert’s Land, 1869.
During the two weeks it took for McDougall and his cadre to arrive in Winnipeg I rode around on my
horse preaching rebellion. It was now clear to me that the Métis were the “lords of the land” and that
we were a separate people. We had always been hardy folk, from our long years as fur traders and les
voyageurs, to the buffalo hunting and farming that had shown the world that we worked hard and had a
passion for this land like no other. The constant influx of pale whites from a far off land just served to
highlight our unique genetics; that we were of the land and were destined to protect this land from
usurpers. We sang the songs of les voyageurs and felt united in our cause against this foreign invader.
In 1870 I wrote a letter to the President of the United States, Ulysses S. Grant outlining what was going
on:
That learning through public press, our only medium, that we had been sold by a company of
adventurers residing in London, England, with our lands, rights and liberties as so much
merchandise to a foreign government; and further learning through the same medium, the
press, that the Parliament of the Dominion of Canada had organized a Government for our
country, as if it had jurisdiction over us, and that we were to have no voice in the Government,
and that a Governor appointed to rule over us, clothed with “almost despotic power” had
started from Canada en route to our country, accompanied by a band of unscrupulous and
irresponsible followers, who were to form his Council, and fill other offices in the Government,
and thus plunder and eat out our subsistence.

Yes, I kept referring to the Red River as our country because in essence it was what we were fighting for:
our own Métis country. This language however didn’t go over well with a portion of the respectable
bourgeois Métis in Red River. There were many who were rather happy with the new representation
and believed any resistance against the governor was foolish and would only result in death and
destruction. Many of this Métis middle class didn’t participate in our patrols to protect our farmlands
from surveyors, but that was fine because not everyone had that fiery spirit conducive to fighting
against tyranny.
And so the only logical conclusion from our summer patrols was to organize a “committee of safety.”
We spread the word that we would meet in St. Norbert in October to elect a committee that was based
on the traditional Métis buffalo hunt. We would use the same democratic structure. On one level it was
an innocent yet organized group set up to protect our lands from overzealous surveyors yet on another
level it was the formation of a new government that had the potential to become the basis of a national
government to run our new Métis country. So on October 16th, 1869, we met and elected members into
this “National Committee.” First we all took an oath of loyalty. Then we elected John Bruce, of course a
Métis, as president. He was much older than me and had tremendous gravitas that would give some
dignity to our movement.
I was elected secretary.

A photo of this ‘National Committee,’ 1869. (John Bruce is sitting on Louis Riel’s right).
More than just a group of men sitting around discussing issues, we formed a militia or army or police
force to protect our lands. Many of these Métis soldiers were old buffalo hunters who were very well
versed on a horse and very handy with a rifle. These were not administrators who had never fired a
weapon. We were, for the most part, seasoned professionals and hunters who knew how be effective
while armed. Many were workers who had just finished working on Dawson Road. Again just like the
buffalo hunt we created brigades with the same number of warriors, each with a purpose and a position
in the hierarchy. There would be discipline and organization in our safety group, so we were wise to put
Maxime Lépine in charge of all the brigades. With each soldier armed with “a musket, a revolver, a
powder horn, and a bag of cartridges, with a dirk or hunting knife,” Lépine would have to use all six-footthree of his stature to exert control over his band of Métis soldiers.
We were all sure to keep in our minds our past success at the Battle of Seven Oaks.

Maxime Lépine, in charge of this band of Métis.
Within one week of forming our resistance committee we received word that part of McDougall’s
baggage were over 350 Enfield rifles that we believed were for his new police force, which would be
used to order us off our lands at gunpoint. Of course this would be a disaster if we allowed them to
bring these guns into Fort Garry so we expertly organized a blockade of the bridge over the River Sale
along the only road from the south into Fort Garry. Here, where we piled heavy logs three feet high on
the bridge, we could disarm McDougall and prevent a lot of potential bloodshed.
And it would certainly show the future governor that the Métis meant business. And wouldn’t stand for
anymore underhandedness.
Word spread quickly throughout the lands of the Red River and soon it became clear that not all Métis
were sympathetic to these moves by the National Committee. Wisely a meeting was called on October
24th where both the rebellious Métis debated with the more conservative Métis who favoured no
conflict. It didn’t take long for both sides to reach a bitter argument that was veering towards outright
violence. It was Father Ritchot who employed his political savvy and pointed out how tragic it would be
if Métis battled Métis. That day the conservatives agreed to step back and not become involved,
preferring instead to become benign spectators of the events that were about to unfold.
For me personally it was the confidence and latent permission that I needed to fully dedicate myself to
the cause and believe in the divine nature of our fight.
John Schultz and the Canadian “Loyalists” were surprised that the French-speaking Métis would have
enough guts and organizational skills to undertake a resistance to their policies of opening up the

northwest to settlement in the name of the newly established Dominion of Canada. It might have never
occurred to them that we would ever battle against their Manifest Destiny and that thinking of
entitlement. But we did and it didn’t take them long to feel the threat and ask me to attend a meeting
with them on October 25th. The man in charge of the Assiniboia Council at that time was a man I liked:
William MacTavish.

William MacTavish, governor of Rupert’s Land, 1869.
He had been a clerk and then a chief trader at the Hudson’s Bay Company’s trading post in York Factory
on the Hudson’s Bay for almost 25 years, until he was appointed the governor of Rupert’s Land – the
lands of the northwest owned and run by the Hudson’s Bay Company. The poor guy hated his new job
and he was dying of tuberculosis. I liked him because he was open-minded and was able to see both
sides to a dispute; he had even married one of Andrew McDermot’s half-breed daughters. But he wasn’t
there that day on the 25th. He had been too sick, so Judge John Black was there.
The Judge told me that our movement could only bring “disastrous consequences” but I countered to
say that we were “being crowded out of our country” by William McDougall and his new government
and the influx of white settlers. I left that night saying that we were “determined to prevent Mr.
McDougall from coming into the Settlement at all hazards.”
After I left the council they devised a plan to send William Dease (a mixed-blood) to try to coax the
Métis to put down their arms by offering them money and other gifts but the Métis just laughed at him.
They all knew he was in the pocket of John Schultz. This meeting happened on October 27th. And there
were many Métis from all over the region at this meeting but Dease failed to find a sympathetic ear and,
ultimately, the meeting was a disaster for Dease. Instead it gave me a platform to rally my fellow Métis
to our cause. I pointed at Dease and his bribes as an example of how afraid they were of us united in the
name of defending our land. Three days later, on October 30th, the council met again and declared their
efforts had failed, so a decision was made to write a letter to William McDougall in Pembina to tell him
of the Métis resistance and to advise him to remain in Minnesota until December 1st “for his own peace
and safety and the public welfare.”
The Council of Assiniboia never met again after this. As far as they were concerned, the problem was
now for the new government headed by McDougall and his Loyalists.

It is well known now to history that the new governor declared that he wasn’t aware of the new
developments and problems besetting the northwest, but this was surely an effort to deflect blame.
Even his chief surveyor, John Dennis, had written to him warning that the Métis rebels were “likely to
prove a turbulent element.” But more than that, how could he not have noticed the Métis on horseback
all around his caravan during his journey north to the Red River area. Even a doctor who joined
McDougall in St. Paul, John Harrison O’Donnell, told McDougall that he and his caravan would never be
permitted to enter Fort Garry, but this too was ignored. The new lieutenant-governor told the doctor
that his man in charge there Charles Mair had insisted that it was all unfounded gossip. So they all left
for Red River and, as O’Donnell wrote, “all faced the north cheerfully, as if on a pleasant outing.”
And so the conflict happened. When McDougall reached Pembina, which on October 30th, 1869, was a
ghost town compared to how robust and bustling it used to be during my father’s era, he encountered
two of our men: Janvier Ritchot and my cousin André Nault. Politely my men handed the new
lieutenant-governor a communiqué we had written nine days before. It read:
Dated at St. Norbert, Red River, this 21st day of October, 1869
Sir,
The National Committee of the Métis of Red River orders William McDougall not to
enter the Territory of the North West without special permission of the above-mentioned
committee.
By order of the President, John Bruce.
Louis Riel, Secretary
McDougall was insulted but he wisely chose not to cross the border that day, so he set up camp to think
about his predicament for the night. The next morning they did set out across the border but only
traveled a short distance of a mile and a half to the first Hudson’s Bay trading post they found. It was a
small post and ill-equipped to accommodate the lieutenant-governor’s party but they did stop there.
McDougall decided that he would send an emissary to Fort Garry, J. A. N. Provencher, the nephew of the
late Father Provencher, the first bishop of St. Boniface. It was a strategic move, one that clearly was
designed to bridge the gap between his caravan and the Métis National Committee. But just as
Provencher was about to depart, Captain Cameron (who was there to create a police force) insisted he
go along with him to scout for a house for his pregnant wife. McDougall tried to dissuade him but he had
no authority over Cameron. McDougall – for that matter anyone – could see that Cameron was a
cantankerous bastard, ready for a fight and lacking any degree of grace.
Helpless, McDougall watched as the two traveled inland to Fort Garry.
Cameron insisted on bringing all his luggage so Provencher left without him, instead traveling solo
towards Fort Garry and being followed by mounted Métis scouts. Cameron took so long that he didn’t
catch up with Provencher. Instead, Provencher came to some barricades at St. Norbert with around 40
armed guards. Father Ritchot had opened his house and his stores to the Métis guards and soldiers so
that it had become a virtual army camp of over 200 men. Provencher was escorted to Ritchot’s house
where he was invited to attend mass that was only a few minutes from beginning. Provencher had never
prayed as hard as he did that morning! So I met him after the mass, and listened to what he had to say

about the new Canadian government that was camped just inside the US border. Then I told him our
view of things, and I could see that there was genuine understanding and sympathy, so we agreed to
escort him not back to his camp where the lieutenant-governor was still camped but across the border
to Pembina. But just as Provencher was leaving Cameron arrived, yelling at him to take down the fence
blocking his travel. Frustrated, Cameron tried to usher his horses over the barricades but two Métis
guards grabbed the bridles of the horses to prevent any injury. So Cameron was taken into Father
Ritchot’s house where he was given a large tumbler of whiskey to calm him down. Politely he was told
to leave their country and he and Provencher was escorted to Pembina with a military guard.
They chose to confiscate Cameron’s luggage.
Just as this was happening about 50 armed Métis soldiers rode into the Hudson’s Bay trading post north
of Pembina where William McDougall and his caravan were camping, but rather than harass the new
lieutenant-governor they selected a fellow half-breed from his group William Hallett. This man Hallett
had been working for the Canadians yet disguising himself as an ally to the Métis – an act of dishonour
and treason that really touched a nerve with the Métis brethren. Hallett was tied to a wagon wheel, just
punishment for his betrayal. This army of fifty men was led by Lépine, a man well chosen for this work.
McDougall was given his say and was listened to but to no effect. Lépine asked that his group relocate
back to Pembina as per the letter he had received earlier. McDougall agreed and departed the next
morning for Minnesota, leaving all his luggage there as he left in haste.
Lépine though made sure he received all his luggage, but his guns and ammunition were confiscated.
During his stay in Pembina McDougall was miserable. He wrote to the Prime Minister requesting an
army of 1500 men to help him establish himself and the new government in Rupert’s Land. But what he
didn’t know was that we had taken over Fort Garry. Once we took the fort, we had control of all of
Rupert’s Land. With so many guns and so much ammo, we had in effect executed a bloodless coup. A
fluke of timing or perhaps fate, our actions were just every step of the way, warranting a reaction not
too dramatic but enough to result in change. At the heart of it all we were simply protecting our lands
from surveyors and land speculators that had no regard for a man’s private property. The issue was
simple yet historians are now not afraid to paint our movement differently. We weren’t bloodthirsty
revenge-obsessed drunks. Instead we were sober, hard-working people who loved the land that these
new arrivals were taking from us.
Fueling our reaction was the arrogance of the Orangemen and the condescending tone used to talk
about the Métis. Granted racism was much more entrenched during the middle of the nineteenth
century, there was still an acceptable level of respect afforded to all Christians under the sun and we
were not given this basic respect.
When we took over Fort Garry we gained enough resources to sustain our now 400-man army. These
soldiers needed to be paid for their services so by taking the fort we gained about £100,000 worth of
pemmican and other resources. The ease at which we did all this in such a short amount of time made
us all feel that our mission was blessed and we had the backing of God. And this was super important for
a people like us with such a rich spiritual life. Father Ritchot became a rallying point at his church in St.
Norbert, the men often meeting there for mass and to pray.

This was what happened with taking over Fort Garry: One of our men entered Fort Garry from the back
door, and then seeing that the fort of under guarded waved a handkerchief in the air signalling twenty
men to enter the same way. Once in we took over the Hudson’s Bay Company headquarters and within
15 minutes had complete control over the fort. We made sure governor MacTavish was confined to his
bed and we took control. When asked why we had taken the fort, I replied: “We have come to guard the
fort from a danger that I have reason to believe threatens us.”
MacTavish, ill from tuberculosis, was castigated for not arming the fort with sufficient guards but at the
time there was no police force. Basically we had prevented the new police force from gaining a toehold
in our country. It was a brilliant move yet a move we didn’t realize would be dealt with so harshly by
those in the Canadian government based now in Ottawa. It was true we hadn’t hurt anyone and even
the pemmican and other resources we found inside the fort was inventoried so that everything we took
we assured the Hudson’s Bay would be paid back. We also made it clear that William MacTavish was still
the governor and that we, the Métis National Committee, were merely guarding the fort from a hostile
enemy whose sole mission was to confiscate our lands from under us and sell the land to new white
Protestant immigrants.
I chose not to live in the governor’s house, instead choosing to live at the house of Henri Coutu, a friend
and relative by marriage.

CHAPTER NINE
TAKING A STAND
It was now the first week of November and we knew we had to act quickly to ensure we kept our
newfound power. So the first thing we did was explain to the population of Red River who we were and
what our aims were. To do this we needed to use the printing press of the Nor’Wester newspaper.
Unfortunately the owner of the newspaper did not want to cooperate so we locked him up and took
over the printing press, finally able to produce the following poster we hung throughout the settlement:
The President and Representatives of the French-speaking population of Rupert’s Land in
council (the Invaders of our rights being now expelled) already aware of your sympathy, do
extend the hand of friendship to you, our friendly fellow inhabitants; and in so doing invite you
to send twelve Representatives [one each from ten parishes, and two from the town of
Winnipeg] in order to form one body with the above council, consisting of twelve members, to
consider the present political state of the country, and to adopt such measures as may be
deemed best for the future welfare of the same.
We put our best foot forward as French-speakers to bridge the divide with the English-speakers of Red
River, myself in high demand as a bilingual and educated Métis. We were aware that Schultz and his
allies were not being cooperative and were spreading gossip and misinformation designed to weaken
our new government. But the people were open to our proposals and did send a representative from
each parish to our convention in the courthouse just outside the walls of Fort Garry. We were ecstatic to
see the English-speaking representatives approach the courthouse so to show our respect and
appreciation we chose to blast a few cannonballs out of the canons we now controlled. In retrospect

might have been a mistake because it had the opposite effect on our guests. As Henry Prince, the
Saulteaux chief who had been sent as his parish’s representative said: “When we hold a council of
peace, we go without our guns.”
It was a point well taken and something we never again repeated.
And the convention didn’t really go as planned. Firstly, John Bruce, our president, wasn’t much of a
speaker. He lacked the gravitas and drama required to keep people’s attention. And we also lacked a
clear agenda. This being my fault, I learned from this and never again found myself lacking a game plan.
And so this first meeting descended into a loud shouting match between myself and the other educated
leader there James Ross – an English half-breed who spoke for the English speakers in Red River.

James Ross, leader of the English-speaking Métis.
James Ross was a pretty interesting guy. He was the son of Alexander Ross and his Native princess from
the Okanogan Valley in British Columbia. He had been sent back east for his education and then when
he returned had landed a good job as the post master of Red River, but this position didn’t last long
because he became outspoken against the Hudson’s Bay. He returned to the east where he chose to
study law and soon found himself writing for the Globe in Toronto. It was William McDougall who had
persuaded him to return to Winnipeg and help him establish the new Canadian government. Ross had
plans to create his own newspaper called the Red River Pioneer. So James Ross had arrived in Red River
during the summer of 1869 and was aware of all the important developments in Red River, a good
match for me who was also astute enough and emotionally invested enough in the political climate to
have an opinion of value. But unlike me he lacked the charisma to keep his followers following. And I
think the reason for the difference between us in this respect was his drinking. He drank too much and it
ended up tripping him up from achieving his goals.
But at the first meeting in the courthouse that fall day in November, everyone present saw the default
leaders of the French-speaking half-breeds and the English-speaking half-breeds. By virtue of us both
having Native blood it showed that the new government would be one that represented those who
were born into this land as a marriage between the native red man and the newly arrived white man
from Europe.
We were over 80 percent of the population.

Just as the debating was coming to an end, a letter arrived from governor MacTavish. I refused to let it
be read in the courthouse fearing a denunciation in strong legal terms that could hurt our movement
right from the beginning, but James Ross used his skills to persuade the delegations there to have it
read. After an hour or so of fruitless debate, the MacTavish letter was read. In it he says in no uncertain
terms that our Métis movement had committed unlawful acts and that we had to lay down our arms or
face harsh penalties of the law. James Ross called our action “sedition,” and we were suddenly in danger
of losing our footing. That was when I gave a short speech that seemed to buoy our Métis spirits:
…we are true to our native land. We are protecting it against the dangers that threaten it. We
wish the people of Red River to be free people. Let us help one another. We are all brothers and
relations, says Mr. Ross, and it is true. Let us not separate. See what Mr. MacTavish says. He
says that out of this meeting and its decision may come incalculable good. Let us unite. The evil
that he fears will not take place. See how he speaks. Is it surprising? His children are half-breeds
like ourselves.
Sometimes the timing and the words used in a short speech can save a movement, and that was what
happened then in the courthouse. That was when the English-speaking half-breeds agreed to meet the
next day in the courthouse again, determined to find a solution to our predicament. But even during the
next day, and the next few meetings after that, it was a lot of fruitless bickering that was essentially
James Ross and I debating. It wasn’t until a couple of weeks later that I had an eureka and knew how to
proceed. On the night of November 23rd I penned what would become our “List of Rights” or manifesto.
What we needed was a functional framework of a new government to take over the lame Council of
Assiniboia and negotiate directly with the Canadian government in Ottawa.
Bold. But potentially a stroke of greatness. Or so I thought. Schultz’s argument was that McDougall was
the new government now that the Hudson’s Bay Company was no longer running things. But if we could
insert our government in there before December 1st then we could be the new legitimate government of
our own country governing our own people. It wasn’t a coup. We were setting up a framework to
incorporate our lands into the new Canadian government. We weren’t traitors to the Queen. We were
doing her a favor by setting up a temporary government that could be brought in to the Queen’s
dominion. It was designed as a body to set up terms for the population of Red River (80 percent Métis)
to enter the Canadian government.
This, as the chief architect of this new provisional government, was my thinking.
The next morning we walked into the Hudson’s Bay Company offices within Fort Garry and confiscated
all bookkeeping and correspondence and other papers of the Council of Assiniboia, including the land
registry records that kept an official record of all the titles of land purchased within Rupert’s Land. This
one act, of taking this land registry book, made the English very nervous, including the likes of John
Schultz.
That morning on November 24th, still a week before McDougall’s men were expected to begin the new
government within Rupert’s Land, we all met at the courthouse, the English particularly anxious about
the most recent developments. Once inside James Ross got right to the point: ‘What are the French
plans?’ he demanded. My reply, some say, was an act of cleverness:

You know perfectly well what we want. We want what every French parish wants. And they
want to form a provisional government for our protection and to treat with Canada. We invite
you to join it in all sincerity. This government will be made up equally of French and English. And
it will be only provisional in nature.
The English half-breeds were stunned and James Ross requested time to consider the proposal. The
meeting in the courthouse ended without any firm resolution to the current crisis yet there was only
one week until the new William McDougall government would be legally valid. I knew the tactic as soon
as we ended the meeting that day so we didn’t waste any time to polish our List of Rights that we were
determined to use to our benefit. Just as Nova Scotia and New Brunswick had entered the newly formed
Confederation, so would we enter it with our own list of rights. So when we did meet on December 1st in
the courthouse and most people expected to see McDougall taking up his new post, but that’s not what
they encountered. Instead they witnessed the formation of a new governing body with a legitimate
request of rights for the federal government.
This is what I presented to them that morning:
List of Rights
1. That the people have the right to elect their own Legislature.
2. That the Legislature has the power to pass all laws local to the Territory over the veto of the
Executive by a two-thirds vote.
3. That no action of the Dominion Parliament (local to the Territory) be binding on the people until
sanctioned by the Legislature of the Territory.
4. That all sheriffs, magistrates, constables, school commissioners, etc., be elected by the people.
5. A free homestead and pre-emption of land law.
6. That a portion of the public lands be appropriated to the benefit of schools, the building of
bridges, roads, and public buildings.
7. That it be guaranteed to connect Winnipeg by rail, with the nearest line of railroad, within a
term of five years; the land grant to be subject to the Local Legislature.
8. That for the term of four years all military, civil, and municipal expenses be paid out of the
Dominion funds.
9. That the military be composed of the inhabitants now existing in the Territory.
10. That the English and French languages be common in the Legislature and Courts, and that all
public documents and acts of legislature be published in both languages.
11. That the judge of the Supreme Court speak the English and French languages.
12. That Treaties be concluded and ratified between the Dominion Government and the several
tribes of Indians in the Territory to ensure peace on the frontier.
13. That we have a fair and full representation in the Canadian Parliament.
14. That all privileges, customs and usages existing at the time of the transfer be respected.
Our List of Rights was received with enthusiasm but almost immediately, due to the time constraints,
there was conflict. We simply wanted a delegation to ride down to Pembina with our List of Rights to
present them to the new William McDougall government because we wanted these rights to be
approved. It was that simple. That’s what our design was: we wanted to protect our rights. We didn’t
want war. We didn’t want rebellion. We wanted our rights to be guaranteed by the federal government.
And since William McDougall was officially – as of December 1st – the legal representative of the

Dominion government then he should be able to guarantee this List of Rights. If he couldn’t guarantee
these rights we were demanding then he could submit them to the Prime Minister to have them
approved. What we wanted was for our List of Rights to be guaranteed by William McDougall before he
entered our territory. This meant that he and his new government would have to remain in Pembina
until he had a guarantee from Ottawa. The English half-breeds insisted that William McDougall be
allowed into our territory today – December 1st. This was, to us Métis, unacceptable because of the long
history of deceit and betrayal and the complete lack of fair representation of French and French Métis in
the representatives in the Council of Assiniboia. There was no trust. And there was no way I was going to
allow this intolerable situation continue because that’s precisely what we saw if William McDougall
were allowed to take up power and be allowed into Winnipeg.
I pride myself for being an honourable man, noble in instinct and virtuous in endeavour and most of all
of being calm in the face of adversity so it was with some embarrassment that I ended up losing my
temper just at this most crucial of historic moments. Historic movements or historical events sometimes
happen because of a moment – and my story and the reason I am remembered in Canadian history is
because of this moment. If I had been persuaded or had kept my cool and acquiesced to the demands of
James Ross then nothing I don’t think would ever have come from our List of Rights. William McDougall
would have come into town, moved into his mansion and began his business of governing this new
territory for the Canadian government, keeping our List of Rights on his desk for a few months before
throwing it away and it never being brought up again. I am convinced that we needed a guarantee that
our private property would not be taken from us and that the Métis and French speakers be fairly
represented in the new government so that my family could ensure their survival.
So the fact that I lost my temper when the English half-breeds insisted on letting the new lieutenantgovernor into our country I think is significant.
I remember yelling: “Go, return peacefully to your farms. Stay in the arms of your wives. Give this
example to your children. But watch us act. We are going ahead to work and obtain the guarantee of
our rights and yours. You will come to share them in the end.”
I knew I had to insist otherwise nothing would have changed for us. But at the same time I realized that
James Ross and the English half-breeds didn’t see the danger that was in store for them if William
McDougall would have been let into the territory that day. Like any astute politician, he would have
given lip service to our demands, insisted that Ottawa was reviewing the list of rights and then waiting
and waiting for months on end until the list of rights would be forgotten and thrown out in the garbage
bin. I had to insist. I needed to put my foot down. I just wish I hadn’t lost my temper. Not only that but I
had failed to unite both the French Métis and the English half-breeds.
Clearly there was a lot of intrigue going on in this frontier town vis-à-vis Schultz and his Orangemen but I
was determined to follow through on this fair and rational List of Rights for my family, friends and fellow
Métis.

CHAPTER TEN
THE REBELLION

Most people in Red River were focused on survival and feeding their families throughout the winter, but
there were some who knew precisely what was going on politically, such as John Schultz and his men.
They watched us step by step, keeping the faith that the new lieutenant-governor William McDougall
would take his post and the Métis menace would be a thing of the past that could be handled by the
new government. But this is not what happened. This refusal to allow McDougall into Rupert’s Land was
a stroke of genius that enabled us to resist the Orangeman coup of our land. But I knew what he was
doing. I was aware of his beliefs and actions and took steps to protect our movement from his
subterfuge.
More precisely, in mid-November the Canadian government had sent 20 tons of pork for the road crews
and other citizens to ensure there was enough to eat for the winter. Being so connected to this new and
growing establishment in Upper Canada, Schultz was chosen to store the pork in one of his warehouses.
So just to be safe I watched what transpired and sure enough discovered Schultz was transporting the
pork to the English settlement in Portage La Prairie because that’s where there was a large population of
armed men loyal to the Canadian cause. I ordered armed Métis soldiers to surround Schultz’s
warehouse to prevent wagons being loaded with the pork. Schultz pulled out every device possible to
try to get the pork away to his loyal fighting men in Portage La Prairie but I wouldn’t budge.
Schultz had tried his best to strike a compromise with all the different factions that were politically
active during this time just before the new government was to take over Red River on December 1st. But
no one really liked or trusted him. At a meeting on November 26th he tried unsuccessfully to engineer a
vote to decide on a provisional government and compromise that would hold the territory together until
McDougall arrived. He underestimated the support we had from the populace and lost the vote. He
tried several times to get his own way but every time was defeated. So Schultz tried to be patient until
he could find a way to get his own way so that his land speculation and plan of becoming wealthy would
eventually come to fruition.
Schultz was in constant touch with McDougall in Pembina, keeping on his payroll several Natives who
were able to ride through the bush to Pembina with direct mail from Schultz. And McDougall, still stuck
in Pembina and anxious to begin his new chapter as lieutenant-governor didn’t know that the Prime
Minister Sir John A MacDonald had heard of the unrest in Rupert’s Land. As it stood at that point in time,
McDougall had been appointed leader of the government in the newly formed Northwest Territory but
the territory had still not been proclaimed as part of the Dominion of Canada. McDougall awaited the
royal proclamation from the Queen of England to officially announce the newly acquired lands into the
federal domain of Canada. But since the Prime Minister now knew about the unrest in Red River, he
chose a different action plan. Instead Sir John A MacDonald decided to let McDougall solve the unrest
before declaring the new lands as officially part of Canada. This was a way of the Prime Minister washing
his hands of the situation so that it became a local issue rather than a bigger federal problem.
MacDonald would wait until peace was restored before annexing the northwest lands into the
dominion.
So for McDougall, the royal proclamation never came as he waited in Minnesota. The decision by the
Prime Minister to not incorporate these lands into the dominion was sent via regular mail, which took
about two weeks to arrive in Pembina. Express mail would’ve taken half the time. So McDougall, in his
haste and desperation, chose the extraordinary move of forging a document and forging the Queen’s
signature of a proclamation announcing that the Canadian government had incorporated the northwest

lands into the federation. This gross lie and forgery was for the most part accepted as fact but I never
believed it. So we fought against this piece of fiction despite Schultz and his loyal men adhering to this
piece of paper and believing it was true. Schultz posted copies of this fake announcement on his door
and anywhere else he could paste it throughout Winnipeg and the Red River settlements.
What really gave it away for me was McDougall’s second act of forgery, which was to grant military
powers to his lieutenant Dennis thus enabling him to create a police force to enforce the new laws
McDougall would make, namely to contain and disarm the Métis rebellion. Dennis would be authorized
to retake Fort Garry. My men were not to let this happen until our demands were met.
This set the stage for conflict.
Sure enough, the early morning of that cold December morning on the first of the month Colonel Dennis
and his men crossed the US border into Red River territory and headed for William Hallett’s farmhouse.
He was joined by William Dease and a few others who supported Dennis and his plans to retake Fort
Garry from the French Métis. Dennis rode to Winnipeg to the Nor’Wester newspaper office where he
had copies of the false proclamation forged by William McDougall. Dennis saw that Schultz’s warehouse
was still being guarded by Métis soldiers and that in general the situation was very tense. He was
informed that the English that were there were inclined to take up arms against the half-breed French to
gets things back in order and to support the royal proclamation that they believed to be authentic.
Dennis didn’t waste any time recruiting Natives from the area to fight against the French Métis. He hired
men to go out and sign up Natives to join his cause against the Métis, namely the Saulteaux Indians east
of the Red River who had fought against the Métis during the Battle of Seven Oaks. Dennis was also able
to sign hundreds of Sioux warriors who were eager to fight against the French Métis because they had
been enemies for a long time. But this plan backfired in ways unforeseen by Colonel Dennis. First of all
the United States government was alarmed at any Indian war involving the mighty Sioux. This was
happening at a time of high tensions between the US government and the Indians and just a few years
before it would all come to a head with the Battle of Little Bighorn and the complete decimation of
George Custer’s Seventh Cavalry in Montana.
Prime Minister MacDonald was also appalled at the sudden turn of events and dreaded an armed
conflict involving native Indians while the federation of Canada was still so new and fragile.
But Dennis was undeterred. He went about his business of recruiting and organizing a force to take back
Fort Garry, Dennis still being humiliated by his own experience against the Métis. He wasted no time
scouring the area for soldiers to help in the fight against the lawless Métis. He used the conservative
clergy in Portage La Prairie to drum up support and increase his armed force until he had amassed
nearly 380 soldiers by December 5th, making their base at the old Stone Fort north of Fort Garry. He
divided his force into eight divisions and was already doing drills in the old Stone Fort’s quadrangle. He
meant business and had the money to pay for his soldiers to risk their lives in this campaign. But was
money enough for these men to lay down their lives?
For us it was a brotherhood born from blood and sweat from the work we did on the land – a deeper
and more meaningful bond among fighting men.

Sketch of the Stone Fort in Red River controlled by Schultz and his men, 1869.
And it wasn’t just us – the French Métis – who were upset about this transfer of power. There were
many white Protestants who were just as upset as us that they had not been consulted with before Sir
John A MacDonald in Ottawa decided to purchase Rupert’s Land from the Hudson’s Bay Company and
appoint his own selected government in its place. Schultz came upon countless local people who were
not Native or Métis who refused to join his cause because they had been living beside us for almost sixty
years.
For me and the Métis, it was plain to see what Schultz was doing so it didn’t take us long to shut down
the Nor’Wester newspaper on December 2nd in order to stop the rallying cry and propaganda that was
so dangerous in the political climate like this. We also shut down the Red River Pioneer newspaper that
James Ross had recently started. It was common sense to do so. To others it was a stroke of genius. But
we took many precautions to protect ourselves and our families and our land and our movement. Just
after December 1st we also went around and confiscated all the guns and ammunition from the various
shops in Winnipeg and the Red River area.

Chief John Prince of the Saulteaux, traditional enemy of the French Métis.
For Colonel Dennis in the old Stone Fort he was hard pressed to find anyone in his new army with any
degree of enthusiasm, with the exception of Chief Prince’s Saulteaux men. They showed gumption and
zeal having been included in the “war party” to combat their traditional enemy the French Métis. For
Schultz and his men, Dennis worked too slow. Schultz was aware of the importance of timing during
these first few days of the conflict and wanted to attack and disarm the Métis guards. Dennis chose to
train his men first in the quadrangle of the old fort. So Schultz, whose property holdings included a large
store and residence as well as warehouse and brick building in Winnipeg’s south side, removed the
furniture from his residence and brought in as many as 45 men into his house to fortify it as a fort. He
boarded up windows and otherwise turned it into Fort Schultz.

Early layout of Winnipeg, showing the Fort Garry and where Schultz set up his men.
The problem was that his men could point their guns on our Métis guards at Fort Garry from where they
were.

This photo shows the flag over Fort Schultz close to Fort Garry.
This was unacceptable and it wasn’t long until my guards captured two agitators at Fort Schultz:
Alexander McArthur and Thomas Scott.

This sketch shows the Canadian flag flying over Schultz’s store.
We all knew Thomas Scott. He was a bartender at O’Lone’s Saloon in Winnipeg, which was also our
unofficial meeting place and watering hole. Scott, who was an Orangeman and outwardly racist, chose
to hold his tongue while he worked but was always plotting against us by listening to the things we said
while the booze loosened up our tongues. I didn’t drink much but my guards enjoyed their drink, so over
time Thomas Scott became a coveted source of information as to our plans and whereabouts. He had
become a spy for the white Protestants. Finding himself in his new valued role as informer during this
time after December 1st, Thomas Scott became rash. His actions alerted our guards and so he was
arrested and thrown into Fort Garry.

Thomas Scott, Orangeman and bartender at O’Lone’s Saloon in Winnipeg.
It was right around this time as well that we found a document that summarized Dennis’s plans with his
new army stationed in the old Stone Fort 20 miles north of Fort Garry. On the document it was made
clear that his soldiers were instructed to “attack, arrest, disarm and disperse” any French Métis guards
they came into contact with, as well as to burn down their homes and businesses. This of course was

completely unacceptable. And it tapped into the raw nerve of all of this: the destruction of our homes.
That’s why we were fighting.
So when I had this document in my hands, I summoned the Métis soldiers numbering upwards of 400
men, and read them this document. In an act of defiance I ripped up the document and rallied my men
to stop this from happening. On December 7th 300 men surrounded Fort Schultz. We brought over two
cannons from Fort Garry to emphasize our point. Schultz’s men we knew had run out of water and food
so it was really just a question of time before they would be forced out of the makeshift fort and comply
with our demands. Of course people had gathered around the Schultz house and stood around our
guards watching what would happen, and that was when A G B Bannatyne stepped into the fray and
pleaded with us not to attack. He acted as a middle man, relaying Schultz’s message of a long list of
conditions that the Métis must meet, including stopping their resistance. We on the other hand insisted
on their unconditional surrender.
We gave Bannatyne the following document to present to Schultz and his men:
Dr. Schultz and his men are hereby ordered to give up their arms and surrender themselves.
Their lives will be spared should they comply. In case of refusal all the English Half-breeds and
other native women and children are at liberty to depart unmolested.
They were only given 15 minutes to make a decision after they had been presented with this ultimatum.
We had two cannons pointing directly at their makeshift fort and outnumbered them six-to-one. And we
had better positioning. It would have been a massacre if we fought them that day. Schultz was very
determined not to give in but it was John O’Donnell who was the wise one in the group, insisting it was
completely insane to die in such a lopsided standoff. (O’Donnell was the doctor who had accompanied
William McDougall from the east). So it was Dr. O’Donnell who was the first to sign the agreement,
quickly followed by all the rest, with Charles Mair being the last one to come out of the fort.
It was a sad sight for them to be bundled into a group and escorted down the main road in Winnipeg to
Fort Garry where they were unceremoniously locked up. Bizarrely, three wives chose to join their
husbands: the wives of Dr. O’Donnell, Schultz and Mair all chose to be locked up in the fort.
I think most of them expected Colonel Dennis and his army to come into town to break them free from
the fort but that never happened. Instead Colonel Dennis chose to issue a proclamation of peace and
then undertook a dangerous journey to Pembina to see McDougall. To ensure he wasn’t spotted he
dressed up as a Native woman and endured four days of harsh weather until he arrived in Minnesota.
The prisoners in Fort Garry were for the first time scared for their lives.
They felt they had been abandoned by their “general” Dennis.
So a situation was ripe for us to declare our own provisional government. Basically this was all due to
the Hudson’s Bay Company not consulting with us – the majority population in Red River. One master
had given the power to rule over us to another master without a word spoken to us. This, to us, was
without a doubt strange and unacceptable behaviour. Was it racist? Did they not see us as normal
human beings? Was there some degree of arrogance in their behaviour that rubbed us the wrong way?
Yes, it can be said that that was most definitely part of it.
To disrespect a people based on racist and self-righteous views will always lead to resentment.

So we took action – the only rational action open to us but not something we had initially planned on: a
declaration of our own provisional government. If the English were acting like it was only their land, it
was time for us to take a stand and be counted. We had considered that this might become an
eventuality and so had taken steps to come up with a document that was well thought out and based on
current political philosophy. To create such a document we requested the help of two men: Father
Georges Dugas who I had known from schooling in the east, and Father Ritchot who I know was a
learned man who understood the dynamics in play.
Together we came up with the Declaration of the People of Rupert’s Land.
This is the declaration in its entirety:
1. That the Territories heretofore known as Rupert’s Land and North-West, shall not enter into the
Confederation of the Dominion of Canada, except as a Province; to be styled and known as the
Province of Assiniboia, and with all the rights and privileges common to the different Provinces
of the Dominion.
2. That we have two Representatives in the Senate, and four in the House of Commons of Canada,
until such time as an increase of population entitle the Province to a greater Representation.
3. That the Province of Assiniboia shall not be held liable at any time for any portion of the Public
debt of the Dominion contracted before the date and said Province shall have entered the
Confederation, unless the said Province shall have first received from the Dominion the full
amount for which the said Province is to be held liable.
4. That the sum of Eight Thousand ($80,000) dollars be paid annually by the Dominion Government
to the local Legislature of this Province.
5. That all properties, rights and privileges enjoyed by the people of the Province, up to the date of
our entering into the Confederation, be respected; and that the arrangement and confirmation
of all customs, usages and privileges be left exclusively to the local Legislature.
6. That during the term of five years, the Province of Assiniboia shall not be subjected to any direct
taxation, except such as may be imposed by local Legislature, for municipal of local purposes.
7. That a sum of money equal to eighty cents per head of the population of the Province, be paid
annually by the Canadian Government to the local Legislature of the said Province; until such
time as the said population shall have reached six hundred thousand.
8. That the local Legislature shall have the right to determine the qualification of members to
represent this Province of Canada and in the local Legislature.
9. That in this Province, with the exception of uncivilized and unsettled Indians, every male native
citizen who has attained the age of twenty-one years, and every foreigner, other than a British
subject, who has resided here during the same period, being a householder and having taken
the oath of allegiance, shall be entitled to vote at the election of members for the local
Legislature and for the Canadian Parliament. It being understood that this article be subject to
amendment exclusively by the local Legislature.
10. That the bargain of the Hudson’s Bay Company with respect to the transfer of the Government
of this country to the Dominion of Canada, be annulled; so far as it interferes with the rights of
the people of Assiniboia, and so far as it would affect our future relations with Canada.
11. That the local Legislature of the Province of Assiniboia shall have full control over all the public
lands of the Province and the right to annul all acts or arrangements made, or entered into, with
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reference to the public lands of Rupert’s Land, and the North West now called the Province of
Assiniboia.
That the government of Canada appoint a Commission of Engineers to explore the various
districts of the Province of Assiniboia, and to lay before the local Legislature a report of the
mineral wealth of the Province, within five years from the date of our entering into
Confederation.
That treaties be concluded between Canada and the different Indian tribes of the Province of
Assiniboia, by and with the advice and cooperation of the local Legislature of this Province.
That an uninterrupted steam communication from Lake Superior to Fort Garry be guaranteed, to
be completed with the space of five years.
That all public buildings, bridges, roads and other public works, be at the cost of the Dominion
Treasury.
That the English and French languages be common in the Legislature and in the Courts, and that
all public documents, as well as acts of the Legislature be published in both languages.
That whereas the French and English speaking people of Assiniboia are so equally divided as to
number, yet so united in their interests and so connected by commerce, family connections and
other political and social relations, that it has, happily, been found impossible to bring them into
hostile collision – although repeated attempts have been made by designing strangers, for
reasons known to themselves, to bring about so ruinous and disastrous an event – and whereas
after all the troubles and apparent dissensions of the past – the result of misunderstanding
among themselves; they have – as soon as the evil agencies referred to above were removed –
become as united and friendly as ever – therefore, as a means to strengthen this union and
friendly feeling among all classes, we deem it expedient and advisable – that the LieutenantGovernor, who may be appointed for the Province of Assiniboia, should be familiar with both
the French and English languages.
That the Judge of the Supreme Court speak the English and French languages.
That all debts contracted by the Provisional Government of the Territory of the Northwest, now
called Assiniboia, in consequence of the illegal and inconsiderate measure adopted by Canadian
officials to bring about a civil war in our midst, be paid out of the Dominion Treasury; and that
none of the members of the Provisional Government, or any of those acting under them, be in
any way held liable or responsible with regard to the movement, or any of the actions which led
to the present negotiations.
That in view of the present exceptional position of Assiniboia, duties upon goods imported into
the province, shall, except in the case of spirituous liquors, continue as at present for at least
three years from the date of our entering the Confederation and for such further time as may
elapse until there be uninterrupted railroad communication between Winnipeg and St. Paul and
also steam communication between Winnipeg and Lake Superior.

Anyone who read this declaration could see clearly that our aim was not to create our own country but
to enter into the Confederation as a province. All we wanted was proportional and accurate racial
representation. When over 80 percent of the local population is red and white why not have a local
government consisting of red and white people? Seemed very rational to me. But to the Manifest
Destiny power structure that was so used to war and conflict, this was an option they did not favour.
Ideally William McDougall’s new government should have sufficed if it had consulted the French Métis
and included us into the government but this did not happen.

And it’s because this didn’t happen that our movement arose.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
EVENTS AFTER OUR DECLARATION OF RIGHTS
We did not choose to usurp a government that was operational and representative of the local
populace. Propaganda and misrepresentation of our goals was what we proceeded to battle against
after submitting our Declaration of Rights for the People of Rupert’s Land. We were not going to sit idly
by and let a minority people rule us.
Any rational populace would act in the same way.
We dated the declaration November 24th – the same day the Hudson’s Bay Company abdicated its
authority over Rupert’s Land. At the time we thought that William McDougall’s proclamation was official
so when we discovered it was forged it was mid-December and therefore our declaration had even
more legitimacy. Even the Prime Minister shared our rational when he said: “…it is quite open, by the
law of nations, for the inhabitants to form a government ex necessitate for the protection of life and
property.”
On December 10th, we had a meeting to celebrate our provisional government. “We have but acted
conformably to that sacred right which commands every citizen to offer energetic opposition to prevent
his country being enslaved.”
It was a glorious day, the weather mild and the brass band belting out French folk songs, alcoholic punch
being passed around. We celebrated our new government and for some the realization of a dream of
self-government and a victory against enslavement and tyranny. With Schultz and Mair and the like
behind bars, the quadrangle in Fort Garry was a historic sight for all of us there. We honestly thought
that would be the end of it and that we had acted legally and rationally and that the government would
be accepted by Ottawa and our Declaration would be ratified. We had even created a new flag for our
Province of Assiniboia: a fleur-de-lis with a shamrock on an all-white background. We utilized the
flagpole and raised the flag on this historic day.

The flag of the newly declared Province of Assiniboia, 1869.
It was this day that the famous photograph of me and the provisional government was taken, me with
my trimmed musTaché and the rest of us in an informal pose dressed like any other politician of the day.
Without a doubt it was a special day.

Louis Riel seated beside Jack Bruce with the provisional government of the Province of Assiniboia.
McDougall was still outside of the country and we had done everything legally and had usurped our
opposition and were now officially taking up residence in the fort and courthouse. Jack Bruce, our elder
president of the movement, had become rather ill so he chose to step down and I was elected as the
new president as well as the new commander-in-chief of the newly created military council. It was as if
destiny had chosen me for this role and I was confident that the Lord had destined me to fulfill this
calling and lead a new government.
Prime Minister MacDonald now focused on the “French Half-breed problem” and decided to
strategically send two emissaries to Red River Father Thibault and de Salaberry. They didn’t have any
authority to negotiate on behalf of the government so they ultimately were of no use to us. The prudent
thing to do was to put them both under house arrest until a representative of MacDonald’s government
would appear with the authority to negotiate the terms of our declaration. These men were benign but
still had the potential of hindering our movement so precautions were taken, but when Donald Smith

arrived on December 27th as the replacement of HBC chief MacTavish, I should have taken more time to
find out about him. Sometimes a wolf in sheep’s clothing can move around under the radar until they
act, pouncing at once in a manner that shocks.
This was the case of Donald Smith.

Donald Smith, the ‘old trickster.’
What I didn’t know when he arrived was that he had spent seven years in Quebec running the Hudson’s
Bay post in the north, working his way up the ladder until he had networked and schmoozed his way
into high society in Montreal and London so that he had become a wealthy man. Savvy with uncanny
business acumen, he hid his cunning under a cold exterior, betraying nothing of the guile he nurtured all
in an effort to grow wealthier. And a big source of his wealth came from owning Hudson’s Bay Company
stock. He knew that by buying up land in our new province he would grow very rich if mass immigration
happened. He was more ruthless than John Schultz yet he carried himself completely differently, instead
choosing to move about in secrecy and cunning that I didn’t see coming. Perhaps I should have known
he would possess the very qualities that could lead to the dismemberment and destruction of our
movement if he had been hand-selected as chief negotiator by the most powerful man in Canada.
As Louis Schmidt called him, he was “an old trickster.”

What made me less suspicious of the man was the fact that he had married a Métisse. I looked upon
him with less suspicion because of this, believing that he had some degree of empathy and
understanding for our movement. I didn’t let myself think that he was a ruthless man who had the
power to bribe anyone he needed to work against our movement. Indeed he was the perfect choice by
the Prime Minister to undermine our newly formed government. And his selection of the man as taking
over the Hudson’s Bay Company in Rupert’s Land was a stroke of genius on the part of John A
MacDonald. I showed by lack of wisdom in my acceptance of Donald Smith’s promise not to meddle in
our governmental affairs.
Very naïve I was.
When Smith took up residence within Fort Garry in the HBC offices, I should have known something was
up when the guests streamed through his residence like a river. And many of his guests were Métis and
English half-breeds because they had so many relations in Red River. I didn’t know he had been given
the resources to bribe people at will. I was all too trusting.
Over the first few months of his arrival, he waged a non-stop campaign of bribery to those who were
intimate with the movement and who could pinpoint those who were the most important to bribe.
Many Métis who were part of our movement were given jobs by the man and bribed to abandon the
movement in favor of practical considerations such as much-needed cash and other resources. With an
expert eye Donald Smith was able to pick away at the key players in our movement to weaken us and
ultimately decimate our power base. Indeed the will of man is weak but never had it occurred to my
idealistic young mind that the men of our guard could be bought off so freely.
I still regarded our position as strong, with the United States’ annexation of Rupert’s Land as a lingering
threat I had as a bargaining chip with Ottawa. It was acknowledged among those involved in the politics
of Red River that the Americans had long wanted to annex the northwest lands north of the 49th parallel
but that no move had been made as of yet. Being careful to cultivate relationships that would benefit
our hand in negotiating with Ottawa for our rights as the new Province of Assiniboia, Ottawa was aware
that there was a real danger that we could strike a deal with Washington and MacDonald’s dream of a
united Canada coast-to-coast might fail.
The profound importance of this situation should have alerted me to the underhanded methods used by
Donald Smith.
At the same time the prisoners within Fort Garry were becoming a problem too. Of the 40 or so
prisoners we had from Fort Schultz, we offered them the opportunity for release if they agreed to take
an oath to the new provisional government. Only nine of the 44 prisoners took the oath and were
released, but the hard-core among the prisoners remained in Fort Garry. Some of them – nine to be
exact – worked with their pen knives and whittled down the stone around the window of a cell,
eventually prying it open and escaped. Of the nine to escape, five were caught the next day but the
other four – among them Charlie Mair and Thomas Scott – made it to the English stronghold Portage la
Prairie.
This would prove to be very problematic because it was already a pro-Orangeman stronghold and with
these two agitators and their zealous ways, nothing good could come from it.

A few days later John Schultz escaped. He had used a penknife, smuggled in by his wife in the apple
betty he loved to eat as dessert, and cut strips of a buffalo hide to create a rope that he dangled out of
the window from the two-storey building he was imprisoned in. Since he was the leader of the
resistance vis-à-vis Fort Schultz, we kept him in the most secure building within the walls of Fort Garry.
(Many other of the lower-risk prisoners were kept in buildings outside of the fort’s wall). Schultz, on the
night of January 23rd eased himself out of the window and down the rope but the rope broke and he fell
the two storeys into the snow, severely injuring his ankle. (He would walk with a limp for the rest of his
life). He then somehow managed to heave himself over the wall without the guards seeing him and
made it to Kildonan where he knocked on the door of a Robert MacBeth. Gaunt, hurt and frost-bitten in
the minus-25 temperatures, he was taken in and hidden in MacBeth’s attic for a few days. We sent out
guards with the order to shoot Schultz dead but we never found him.
Schultz eventually made it up to the old Stone Fort north of Fort Garry where he recovered and
organized a force to take back Fort Garry.
In the early weeks of January 1870 many people were asking for news of what was going on. There was
increasing pressure to reinstate one or both of the newspapers but it was too much of a risk.
Propaganda was a very important aspect of carrying through with the success of the movement so any
printed newspaper ran the risk of falling afoul of not being supportive to our efforts. After a while of
trying to figure out what to do we finally decided to sell the Red River Pioneer to a few of the proAmericans in Red River, namely Malmros and Stutsman. They assured me that they would be supportive
of the new government, even going so far to rename the newspaper The New Nation. It was true that
the paper did support the provisional government but it was also true that many of the editorials voiced
the opinion of an American takeover of Rupert’s Land. On one hand we all knew it was a good
bargaining chip for when we negotiated with Ottawa for inclusion into the dominion as the Province of
Assiniboia, but on the other hand its pro-American opinions rubbed many the wrong way, with many
within the movement voicing their opposition to the editorials.
But the most detrimental thing to happen during the first week of the New Year in 1870 was the
emergence of Donald Smith’s papers. Having been given official documents by the Prime Minister
stating his authority over the local government of Red River, Donald Smith had been wise to hand these
documents off to William McDougall’s former secretary J. A. N. Provencher in Pembina where he kept
them out of our hands. We couldn’t prove Donald Smith had the power he claimed unless we could see
these documents. Like we had done with Thibault and de Salaberry, we planned to confiscate these
documents in order to protect our newly acquired authority. We made plans to send Smith’s brother-inlaw down to Pembina to retrieve these documents and be escorted by our guards. This was the plan but
it didn’t happen this way. Somehow there was a leak and Smith’s sympathizers caught wind of the plan
and beat us to the papers. In fact when I rode to St. Norbert to pick up these documents I found myself
staring down the barrel of a gun pointed at me.
There was a moment when I thought I was going to be shot and the dream of self-governance would go
up in flames but Father Ritchot saved me by insisting I not be shot.
What transpired after that was a gradual loss of power from our initial successes. Smith was able to get
his hands on the documents and then wisely called for a meeting where he would present these papers
from the Prime Minster as proof he had the power and not us. We had blocked McDougall from
entering the country but had let Smith enter under the ruse that he was replacing McTavish as head of

the HBC. It didn’t occur to any of us that Donald Smith was representing the new government. It was a
bad mistake on our part, and I knew that during this time in January, 1870 we had everything to lose.
We arranged for the meeting to happen January 19th, a bitter cold day. There were so many people who
showed up to Fort Garry to hear the proceedings that most had to remain outside the building in the
cold, instead trying to keep warm huddled around a fire. Smith proceeded to read the documents he
had brought, stating that he had the bargaining power with Ottawa to negotiate the terms of Rupert’s
Land being brought into the federal government. Smith read other documents, some from the Queen,
stating that she was upset at the events that had unfolded of this rebellion and that she was willing to
listen to their complaints. Smith employed his best political acumen and perhaps won over some people
with his words, but the religious persons there made it their mission to remind many of the people who
had been bribed by Donald Smith that loyalty was more important than money because their rights and
lands were at stake.
The next day the meeting resumed, with both sides fortifying their support for their respective leader.
The tone and ambience were much warmer during this second day, with both myself and Donald Smith
making statements of working together in our efforts to create a new government that reflected both
the French and English demands for rights. The applause that each of us received after our comments
warmed I’m sure both our hearts, so that after this second day we both felt as if we had passed a point
of conflict and entered a new era of cooperation, regardless of how difficult and fraught with obstacles
it might be. A spirit of goodwill was felt by all those who were there and it gave us all a modicum of
energy to see this through. This change was very noticeable when Donald Smith publically disassociated
himself with William McDougall.
We all applauded this and it was the turning point.
I ended the second day with the following statement:
“I came here with fears. We are not yet enemies [loud cheers] but we came very near being so.
As soon as we understood each other, we joined in demanding what our English fellow subjects
in common with us believe to be our just rights [loud cheers]. I am not afraid to say our rights;
for we all have rights [renewed cheers]. We claim no half rights, mind you, but all the rights we
are entitled to. Those rights will be set forth by our representatives, and, what is more,
gentlemen, we will get them [loud cheers].”
This second day ended with much rejoicing and optimism but this feeling of mutual goodwill would not
last long. Subterfuge and underhanded manipulation stained the proceedings. Donald Smith’s bribery
had caused there to be an anti-Riel camp within the Métis movement. This camp was led by Charles
Nolin, my cousin. Open debate is one thing but a bribed opposition is another. And once we decided to
create a 40-man committee to debate the rights we would submit to the government in Ottawa (20
English and 20 French), I knew immediately what would happen: the English would vote aligned and the
so would the French but with three out of the 20 French seats taken by the anti-Riel pro-Nolin camp, the
vote would work against us. Without Donald Smith’s meddling with his open wallet, who could say what
would have happened.
As it was, things became more difficult.

Charles Nolin, Louis Riel’s cousin, was bribed to work against the new government.
We spent a number of days hammering out a new declaration of rights, very similar to the previous one
but with another item insisting on the formation of a militia. Also, the dialogue changed during the
discussions from becoming a province to joining the confederation as a territory. It was a subtle change
in language but by the time it occurred to me how significant this was and how originally it had been
imperative that we enter the federal system as a full-fledged province for reasons of land rights, I
became alarmed. During that week of proceedings I returned to this point, arguing that it was necessary
to enter into the Confederation as a province rather than a territory for the protection of land rights, but
we were out-voted when Charles Nolin and his two other representatives voted alongside the English in
favor of entering Canada as a territory. I had to insist because of the power it would give us to control

public land. Donald Smith and his bunch of land speculators knew it was more favorable to enter
Confederation as a territory. There was more freedom to purchase land.
And thus to profit from the sales of lands to new immigrants.
During the discussions James Ross argued on behalf of the English half-breeds that becoming a province
was simply too expensive. There was simply too few people living in the Red River area to manage
provincial status. The responsibilities and costs that were part of being a province were too high and not
practical. It was an argument that Nolin and his cohorts took too and used, choosing to betray the
movement and vote with Smith and his sympathizers.
It was a hard lesson in politics for me.
I knew at that point that it was an impossible situation that could only lead to our dissolution. Having
the Métis traitors vote against us could only result in our loss of power. When I brought up as a matter
of business that the sale of Rupert’s Land from the Hudson’s Bay Company to the Canadian government
was to be declared null and void, the proceedings took a bitter turn. Sarcasm and laughter erupted and
a vote was taken, resulting in again the lopsided vote of 24 to 15. (Nolin and his two other voted against
it with the English). So when this vote was defeated, I lost my cool. I simply could not remain composed.
So I said thus:
“The devil take it; we must win. The vote may go as it likes; but the measure which has now
been defeated must be carried. It is a shame to have lost it; and it was a greater shame because
it was lost by those traitors.”
I pointed to Charles Nolin, Tom Harrison and George Klyne.
I had lost confidence in the convention and saw for the first time that the system had been rigged. This
underhanded guile employed by Donald Smith and his sympathizers aimed to usurp our power so the
situation changed. Instead of both parties acting in goodwill and honourably, I saw that it was a cheating
side versus a noble side. The English were resorting to all sorts of betrayals that were simply “offside.”
Rather than working together to find a solution, they had rigged it so that our voice was drowned out.
Things for me changed after this day.
So I said to the people at the convention, trying to keep my cool:
“While I say this matter must be carried, I do not wish to speak disrespectfully to the
Convention. But I say it will be carried at a subsequent stage. You must remember that there is
[already] a provisional government, and though this measure has been lost by the voice of the
Convention, I have friends enough, who are determined to add it to the list, on their own
responsibility.”
It was a veiled threat. I couldn’t help myself.
And then I turned to Nolin and his boys and spoke thus:
“As for you, Charles Nolin, Tom Harrison and George Klyne – two of relatives of my own – as for
you, your influence as public men is finished in this country!”

I revealed the way I felt because that’s who I am: a man who shows his honesty. And my supporters
knew that this was how I felt. I had to eschew the formalities of the convention and speak my piece,
knowing that every single person there knew that the system was rigged. My supporters, to reflect their
empathy with me, raised a bigger Province of Assiniboia flag up the flagpole, flying the fleur-de-lis and
the shamrock on the all-white background.
I was touched.
It was plain to see that the Hudson’s Bay Company and Donald Smith were engaged in underhanded
tactics and in no way wanted to engage us as a political committee. This translated into the realization
that the convention and in indeed the courthouse and rational discourse was not the correct route to
take to reach our goals. So I changed my tactics. Instead I became a lot more assertive. I put guards at
the door of MacTavish’s door, and I arrested William Cowan and William Hallett – two Hudson Bay
executives who were being uncooperative. I threated Ballantyne to vacate Fort Garry when he protested
these arrests, but he didn’t believe I would arrest him too. Ballantyne, who had been among the most
understanding of the Métis cause, was confused and refused to adjust to the change of events and the
change of heart in me and acted out against my orders, so we arrested him.
In my fervor, we decided to arrest Charles Nolin as well so I sent a posse of twelve men to his farm
where we arrested the traitor. He and his brother were prepared to fight against the arrest but thank
God their guns misfired. It was a very close brush with death for us on the Métis French side. Charles
Nolin was profoundly affected by the brush with death and his imprisonment and subsequently refused
to play further part in his personal beef against me. I didn’t realize that such a simple arrest would turn
the tide of events. Without this weak, corrupt link in the chain, the convention worked as it should have.
We all returned to the convention to discuss the formation of a new government on February 7th.
During these next few days I found my voice and argued against Donald Smith, pointing out that he
didn’t have any authority to guarantee that our demands would be met by Ottawa; that what he was
saying as a guarantee was merely his opinion. This made people at the convention realize that Smith had
overplayed his hand and in fact didn’t have any authority to guarantee anything. Once this was made
clear I suggested that we need a representative to negotiate with Ottawa – something we had wanted
all along. Once this was brought up, it followed logic that we required a body of power for whom this
negotiator reported to. So I brought up the provisional government question once again. It was a hot
subject as it was rather revolutionary. We debated for two days until it was decided to consult the
current governor MacTavish, who was still very ill on his sickbed.
MacTavish was reported to have answered: “Form a government, for God’s sake, and restore peace and
order in the settlement!”
MacTavish had essentially broken the deadlock and we all voted on a new leader who would lead our
provisional government. We voted to create a government and draft a constitution, which we did by
February 10th. We decided on an elected council of 24 people, 12 French and 12 English, and an
executive made up of a President, secretary (both English and French), and a treasurer. Then we started
a debate of who should become the president. The French were set on electing me but the English
dragged their heels and delayed the vote. I saw what was coming so I found myself speaking with firm
words reeking of veiled threats. I said if the English were not ready to move forward that we French

were ready to go it alone. I spoke thus: “On my life I will say so, if the prejudices of your people are to
prevail, they may do so, but it will be in my blood!”
Then the vote was taken. With three abstaining from the vote, I was elected as the government leader.
That night the entire Red River settlement celebrated. The fireworks we had confiscated from William
McDougall were set off inside Fort Garry and we celebrated our achievement. O’Lone’s Saloon was
packed to the rafters, with everyone drinking and celebrating well into the night. I felt enough goodwill
to release Cowan, MacTavish and Ballantyne from jail. Ballantyne forgave me immediately as he was
sincerely thrilled that we had created a government and I had been elected as its leader. I didn’t
participate in the big party at O’Lone’s Saloon but I did share a “good horn of brandy” with Ballantyne at
midnight.
Oh how things can change! Just when I thought things has reached a settling point, the landscape
changed.
My first act as leader of the provisional government was to free the prisoners we had in Fort Garry. It
was true that it was risky but I didn’t think a few loudmouths would hurt the new government. But in
order to guard against insurgency, I insisted on each prisoner signing an oath to the new government.
Sixteen of the men chose to sign it, all of whom were release on February 12th.
But on that same day we heard news that a band of armed men were heading to Red River to attack
Fort Garry.

CHAPTER TWELVE
THE REBELLION TURNS DANGEROUS
I really only had a day or two of enjoying a sense of accomplishment until I learned that there was an
armed insurgency against us. It was perhaps the shortest lived government in Canadian history? But
there was no time to cry. We scrambled to find out what was what, and then set up a defensive plan.
Portage la Prairie had been an epicentre for Orangeman intrigue for a long time, and it was where
Charlie Mair and Thomas Scott escaped to a few weeks before. Sixty miles west of Winnipeg, the area
around Portage la Prairie was fertile and excellent for farming. It had been chosen as a good place to
settle by ambitious immigrants from Upper Canada determined to make a go of it on the frontier. A man
by the name of Thomas Spence had set up a separatist movement from the Hudson’s Bay Company two
years before to form the “Republic of Manitobah,” complete with a democratically elected government.
Nothing had come of it but it still remained a hotbed of dissidence.
Many of the workers from building the Snow’s road and Dennis’s surveying teams settled in Portage la
Prairie.
A man by the name of Charles Boulton we heard was leading the rebellion against our government.
From what we knew of him he had only arrived in the area in July, 1869 but had had ten years’
experience in the British army, serving in both Europe and Africa. Almost as soon as this man arrived, he
had become very involved in the pro-British movement of achieving self-determination in this part of

the frontier and to overcome any French efforts to establish power in his new backyard. He was fully
aware of the dynamics currently in play with the exit of the Hudson’s Bay Company and the current
stalemate with William McDougall stuck in Pembina Minnesota. He had been involved with Fort Schultz
and with the adventures of Dennis but had remained under the radar by us Métis. But now he had
assumed an overt leadership position aimed at toppling what we had achieved. With Mair’s escape, he
was persuaded to use his military training to recruit and organize a military force to counter our guards,
and to free the prisoners still in Fort Garry.

Charles Boulton, the newly emerged leader of the ‘Republic of Manitobah’ movement.
There were about 60 men in his newly formed force, most of whom were farmers without any training.
They left Portage la Prairie on the night of February 10th with an aim of reaching Fort Garry at daybreak
when the guards were tired and not at their sharpest. It took them six hours to march through the snow
past Poplar Point and High Bluff to Headingly, roughly 15 miles from Winnipeg. They were able to pick
up even more “soldiers” along the way, eventually numbering close to 100 men. But then just before
their plan to attack the fort and scale the walls to free the remaining prisoners, a blizzard struck,
stranding them for two days in Headingly. Most of the men stayed at the Anglican Church there and

numerous men tried to talk them out of going through with their plan, arguing that the provisional
government had been democratically elected. But these men were harshly anti-French and even more
so anti-Métis so convincing them otherwise was almost an impossibility.
So Boulton and his men continued eastward towards Fort Garry on February 14th. They were in contact
with Schultz in the north and Dease on the south, organizing a three-pronged attack on the fort.
Schultz’s force, comprised of Sioux and Saulteaux Natives, much feared by the Métis, were the biggest
concern for us in the fort because we were well aware of the exceptional fighting prowess of the Sioux.
Fortunately for us, our network of guards intercepted a messenger who was taking orders to Dease in
the south. Aware of their plans, many of my men wanted to go out and meet the Canadians coming
from the west but I knew it would be a massacre. Cold and tired and not ready for fight, encountering
the expertise of my guards would have been a lopsided victory for us. There was still some degree of
honour in battle back then. But what we didn’t know was that Boulton’s force planned to go north and
meet with Schultz’s force near Kildonan. And Schultz, with as many as 300 men, also had a canon from
the Stone Fort. It is true we had 13 canons in Fort Garry, it was still possible for that canon to blow a big
hole in the walls of Fort Garry.
Our side we had 600 men, well rested, well trained and with lots of ammunition and all on horseback.
Boulton and Schultz met and then agreed to overnight in a schoolhouse that had been taken over and
made into a makeshift barracks. People from the local population, many of whom were original Selkirk
settlers, pleaded with Schultz and Boulton not to go ahead with their attack, saying that most of the
prisoners had been released and that the last of the prisoners were about to be released in the next few
hours. They sensed a tragedy about to unfold but the stubbornness and the deep belief in Manifest
Destiny of the “British troops” would not be dissuaded. Thomas Scott was among the most stubborn,
making it known that no half-breed Frenchie was going to lead the government.
Thomas Scott was making a name for himself as a radical Orangeman.
The Red River Rebellion, which is what this time in history was to be called, often misses the spark that
led to spilled blood. I’m retelling what happened according to the detailed truth and in so doing aim to
set the record straight. It was on February 15th that the first shots were fired. A man by the name
Norbert Parisien – a man by all accounts mentally challenged – was regarded with suspicion by Boulton’s
troops when he was spotted riding his horse towards Kildonan. Parisien merely wanted to see what was
happening in town when he saw all the horses and men and equipment of Boulton’s and Schultz’s
forces. The move on Parisien’s part was poor judgment. The insurgents arrested him. But in the morning
of the next day, when Parisien was walking back from the outhouse, he escaped and took a rifle from a
nearby sleigh and hid in the forest near the riverbank.
A young 21-year-old man Hugh Sutherland was sent by his father to inform the insurgents of the
progress made in Fort Garry the previous day. Having been part of a concerned citizen’s group
pressuring the Métis to release all the prisoners now that a duly elected provisional government had
been elected, Hugh’s father John Sutherland was happy to hear that all the prisoners had signed the
oath and were to all be released on February 16th. He had sent his son to tell Boulton and Schultz of the
news in the hopes they would put a stop to their plans of attacking Fort Garry.

When the young man Sutherland was riding across the field on his horse, Parisien assumed he was part
of the insurgents and was coming after him so he raised his rifle and shot him through the chest.
Hearing the shots ring out, Schultz and Thomas Scott and other men rode out to the field to find
Sutherland bleeding and then found Parisien hiding near the riverbank where they beat him badly, using
their rifles to strike his head repeatedly.
Thomas Scott led the beating.
The next day, February 17th Hugh Sutherland died from his chest wound. But before he had died he
pleaded with Schultz and Boulton not to persecute the Métis Parisien because he had made a mistake.
They did choose not to take an eye-for-an-eye but Parisien did die a month and a half later from his
injuries. But the incident – the first death of the so-called Red River Rebellion – had an immediately
sobering effect on the insurgents. Sutherland’s mother pleaded with them not to start a civil war and
warned that if they did there would be many more mothers in tears. There was a change of heart in
many of the insurgents from this first spilling of blood.
And that same day I received word that the English parishes would no longer recognize our provisional
government. All at once I could feel everything unravelling around me.
I decided to write a letter to the armed force in Kildonan:
Fellow Countrymen,
Mr. Norquay came this morning with a message & even [though] he has been delayed
he will reach you time enough to tell you that for my part I understand that war, horrible civil
war, is the destruction of this country. And Schultz will laugh at us all if after all he escapes. We
are ready to meet any party. But peace our British rights we want before all. Gentlemen, the
prisoners are out, they have sworn to keep peace. We have taken the responsibility of our past
acts. Mr. William McTavish has asked you for the sake of God to form and complete the
provisional government. Your representatives have joined us on that ground. Who will now
come and destroy the Red River Settlement?
I am you humble,
Poor, fair & confident
Public servant
L. Riel
It was a risk to send a letter that was both threatening and a pleading for peace but sometimes risky
actions are required in order to achieve those desired ends. It was true all the prisoners were free. And
it was true that a civil war would tear the Red River Settlement apart. Furthermore it was true that they
were free to join the representative government if they wanted a say in the governance of their new
province. And harshly it was true that we were ready to fight them to the death in order to protect our
land rights from the land speculators whose aim was to profit from our hard work.
We didn’t know what was going to happen but we would be fools not to take precautions. There they
were fully poised with their guns and canon ready to attack us in the fort, so we manned the canons,
stocked the gunpowder and rifles and ammunition all around the turret and atop of the walls along the

perimeter of Fort Garry, ready for war. It was an awesome sight also designed to dissuade them from
attack. And we sent 100 guards to St. Boniface Church to protect it against a possible attack. The church,
with its high walls and sturdy architecture and protected with rows of trees would make an ideal
fortification of they decided to take it over. All these actions spoke a language of readiness to our foe, a
language we hoped would stop their zealous and foolish action of attacking us: the democratically
elected provisional government.
The New Nation, the new newspaper at the time, wrote the following article about the current state of
affairs:
Men were gathering in hot haste. Cannons mounted, grape and canister laid in order. Five
hundred men and more, we are informed, were told off to man the bastions, ramparts, etc. Shot
and shell were piled around promiscuously. Everything that could be done, was done to make a
bold stand to strike terror in the hearts of les Anglais.
Our man O’Donoghue was sent into town to ensure that all resources were confiscated so they would
not end up in the hands of the foe. He brought back rifles and ammunition from any store stocked with
arms, and even broke down the door to Bannatyne’s storehouse, where more gunpowder and arms
were found. (Bannatyne had refused to give O’Donoghue the key). We had done everything we could to
protect ourselves, our families, our land and now our government.
So we let fate hang in the balance.
At 11 o’clock on February 18th the insurgents were spotted approaching Fort Garry walking single file in
waist-deep snow, bystanders watching the column, expecting a showdown with the Métis force. Lépine
and O’Donoghue led the Métis out of the north gate towards Boulton’s men. For a moment, to all of
those who were present, they thought a battle might erupt but instead Boulton’s men laid down their
weapons and surrendered.
Once again the jail cells within the fort were full.
I had made sure they knew that they were safe if they did not approach the fort but for some reason
they did just that. I will quote the account given by the English half-breed George William Sanderson as
to what transpired:
Riel had sent word that we should follow the road and if had any arms we should keep them to
ourselves and not make any show of them. There is no doubt everything would have been
alright had we followed the road as we were told.
When we got to the place near Fort Garry where the road made a detour we halted for a while
and had a council. Some of the men from eastern Canada wanted to show off and defy Riel’s
orders. They wanted to go straight across the forbidden ground…
The young fellow named [Thomas] Scott swore and said we were a bunch of cowards. At that
the Pochas, father and sons took offence, Suza was going to slap him but the old [man] stopped
him and said, “let him alone and perhaps he will yet find out that the little French…are not afraid
of him, come captain, we will pass by the fort…” Off we started again I will not say we marched,
we were all walking any way we could, the snow was deep.

A dozen of our men went up to Boulton’s men. Mr. Pocha said to them in French: “Good day.
What do you want?” Lépine answered: “Our leader, Louis Riel, and his officers wish you all to
come into the fort and have dinner with them.” Being famished from their long trek, they
accepted the invitation and marched into the fort and were taken prisoner.
It was cold. We were tired. And we were out of patience or goodwill. So it wasn’t surprising that a
tribunal found five of them guilty of treason and were sentenced to death. They had to pay for their
actions in order to dissuade any other attempts at a coup.
The very act of execution might also encourage the English to join our government as representatives,
just as our provisional government had been designed to accommodate. We expected an uproar and
that’s what happened that day. The men were to be shot the following day but a flood of people
pleading for clemency ensued, particularly Hugh Sutherland’s mother, who pleaded for the lives of these
five men, insisting enough bloodshed had already been shed.
I did acquiesce by stating that three of the sentenced men would not be shot, but insisted the leader
Boulton and Thomas Scott the agitator would be shot. But still, streams of people the following morning
insisted they be granted leniency. So I called a meeting with Donald Smith. I let him plead with me for 20
minutes until I said I would spare Boulton’s and Scott’s lives if he would make an effort to get English
speakers into our government. It worked and Donald Smith then proceeded to travel to each English
parish throughout the region asking them to participate in our provisional government.
Sure enough his effort bore fruit and by February 21st we had people requesting to participate in our
government from St. Andrew, St. John, St. Paul and St. James.
Ultimately by February 26th all the positions in our government were full.
Our handling of the Boulton rebellion had worked. We now had a government balanced with French and
English speaking citizens. We could now negotiate for our provincial sovereignty with Ottawa.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THOMAS SCOTT
But like most things in life, not all was perfect. Two of the strongest and most dangerous rebels were
still afoot: Charlie Mair and John Schultz. I had sent my best scouts out into the cold to hunt them down
and shoot Schultz on site (because he was an escaped prisoner) but they could not be found. Later I
learned that Mair had chosen not to follow Boulton on his ill-fated attack on Fort Garry and instead he
traveled to Portage la Prairie, arriving there on February 17th. He visited with his wife and then took off
again on February 22nd with long-time settler John Setter and two half-breed guides. Schultz on the
other hand fled east with his trusted Scottish half-breed friend Joseph Monkman and another friend G.
D. McVicar. They traveled across Lake Winnipeg when it was 30 degrees below zero, eventually making
it to Duluth Minnesota 24 days later. Schultz suffered greatly during this trip, which left his health
permanently damaged.

Both Mair and Schultz endured a very long and difficult journey but both made it to St. Paul Minnesota
where by chance they bumped into each other in April while walking down the street. It was an
incredible piece of physical endurance, which left them both harshly affected and even more
determined to do everything in their power to topple the Métis-led provisional government in Red River.
Having had experience with both men I knew of their resolve and abilities so it worried me to no end
that they both had escaped. The anxiety it caused in me caught up with me during the last week of
February, which brought me down with the flu. Some murmured that I had a “brain fever” but these
were my detractors, which was expected. I was nursed back to health within three or four days by my
sister Sara and was back to light duties within the new provisional government. This was how things
were during the first months of 1870 when things could have moved forward constructively and with
permanence but this was not what transpired. Instead Mair and Schultz were given good reason to form
an armed resistance against our government when the troublesome Thomas Scott became embroiled in
the struggle against us in such a way that it would be the beginning of the end for the Métis-controlled
government in Red River.
Anyone who had met Thomas Scott could see that he was a tall, lanky Orangeman who held his opinions
on his sleeve. He was very outspoken and was fond of provoking emotions in others when it came to
politics. It had been Thomas Scott who had led the strike against John Snow during the construction of
Dawson Road years before. A big drinker and always edging for a fight, he often was involved in fights in
Red River, especially when he was out of work after being convicted of assault against John Snow and
losing his job in the Dawson Road construction crew. He found his way into the bars in Winnipeg,
eventually becoming a bartender. With his sharp tongue it wasn’t long before he had met many of the
firebrands who would fight against us in an Anti-French, anti-Métis tirade. He became one of the loudest
mouthpieces against us and became well known and notorious for his passion for the Orange cause.
In today’s nomenclature he was an outspoken racist.
Some sympathized with his opinions but most disliked him.
Being now imprisoned in Fort Garry with the rest of Boulton’s men, Thomas Scott acted like an ass. He
suffered from diarrhea and the guards were a bit slow to respond to his needs so Scott’s invective was
raised a few notches against the guards. He called them scoundrels and threatened to kill their leader in
a constant onslaught of verbal hatred. Many of his cellmates recorded in their journals the things he said
and the way he acted. He was an immature child who resorted to cussing and threats. The guards put up
with it for many weeks. On Mach 1st he pried the cell door open when the guards were there and tried
to overcome his guards, only to be subdued by other guards into submission. He yelled to his fellow
inmates to also try to escape but none did. For the Métis guards it was the last straw. So they took him
into the courtyard and began beating him but Scott kept screaming. The ranting and raving continued as
they beat him and would have likely beat him to death if it hadn’t been for a member of the provisional
government overhearing the ruckus and intervening.
It boiled down to the guards who took issue with the non-stop blasting in their ears. This Thomas Scott
was like a rabid animal and needed to be spoken to. So they pleaded with me to speak to the man. And
so I did. And I found him tremendously offensive and threatening.
See, the Thomas Scott incident was important because it turned the tide against us. But what most
historians get wrong was that it wasn’t an arbitrary assassination. Thomas Scott went to court and was

found guilty of treason. Procedure was followed and I abstained from voting for the death penalty. But
let me explain what transpired between March 1st and his death on March 4th.
When I spoke with him he was more than rude. He was like a raving lunatic. Should we have put him
into a separate cell where he was far away from the others in Boulton’s force and away from the guards
who were fed up? Perhaps, but we didn’t really have any separate cells. We would have had to build a
separate cell, which we weren’t going to do for a troublemaker like Thomas Scott.
Here is Sanderson’s account of when I spoke to him:
When Riel came in, Scott says: “Where are my papers?” Riel answered, “I do not know anything
about your papers, what sort of papers did you have?” Scott then cursed, “You God damn son of
a bitch, I will have my papers in spite of you.” He was awfully mad. Riel answered, very quietly,
“That’s no way to speak to a human being, a man like you coming from a civilized part of the
country should know better than use such language, you will all get your papers and letters back
before you leave here.”
This account gives you some idea of the state of mind poor Thomas Scott was in. He was cruising for a
bruising and out to antagonize anyone he spoke with. Most of my men wanted Scott dead because they
were fed up with his attitude and chronic abuse. And disrespect. None of us knew why this man kept at
it for so long. If he had quietened and become a bit more subdued and patient, he would have been
released like all the other prisoners. I’m sure some of my men took it personally this racial abuse and
utter disrespect aimed at them being half Native and half French. This poor man Thomas Scott was
playing with fire and seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was in prison inside a fort with guards with
rifles loaded with real bullets.
So when some of my guards pleaded with me to shoot him, I told them I would again speak to this man.
One of my men, Paul Proulx, recorded this second encounter with Thomas Scott.
The Métis said to Riel that if Scott was not executed, they would shoot him. Riel went to warn Scott,
who seemingly said: “The Métis are a pack of cowards. They will never dare shoot me.” Then Riel asked
him again: “Ask me anything at all for a punishment.” “I want nothing,” Scott retorted. “You are nothing
but cowards.”
Losing patience with this man, Thomas Scott was court-marshalled on March 3rd for treason. He was
taken into the council chambers in the evening where he faced seven council members who would hear
his case and decide on his guilt and punishment. Several witnesses were brought to the court where
they stated what they had witnessed under oath, saying that Thomas Scott had rebelled against the
government with Boulton, how he had attacked the guards, how he had threatened to kill Riel during a
time before the Boulton rebellion. Thomas Scott was brought in and read the charges presented against
him to the court. There were no witnesses brought in to plead Scott’s innocence. One of the council
members, Janvier Ritchot, made a motion that Thomas Scott should receive the death penalty, which
was backed by André Nault and Goulet and Delorme. But Baptiste Lépine was opposed to the extreme
punishment and Elzéar Lagomodière thought expelling him from the country was the best punishment. I
abstained from the vote, leaving the verdict at four to two in favour of the death penalty. I read out the
sentence to Thomas Scott in English in a clear and concise tone to ensure he understood what had
happened.

He was then returned to his cell.
Then what proceeded to happen was a surprise to us. The English-speaking community came to us in
the fort pleading for this man’s life. They argued that if I would spare Boulton, the leader of an armed
uprising against the legitimate provisional government, then why would we sentence this foot soldier to
death? Donald Smith pleaded with us as well, as did ministers of the English-speaking parishes. But we
could not find it in our hearts to forgive this terrible man. Nothing was done until noon the next day,
March 4th, when Thomas Scott was brought out into the courtyard in Fort Garry. He was allowed to say
good-bye to his fellow prisoners and then a white blindfold was wrapped around his eyes. A presiding
minister said a short prayer and then six men with loaded rifles lined up in front of poor Thomas Scott.
“This is horrible,” he said. “This is cold-blooded murder!” and then he began sobbing, realizing perhaps
for the first time that he was about to die. He knelt in the snow and Andre Nault gave the sign to fire
when he dropped a white handkerchief. All six rifles fired but only two bullets struck Scott. He fell
bleeding and let out a dreadful groan. Francois Guillemette then stepped forward with his pistol and
shot him in the head to put him out of his misery. This final act was captured as the ultimate act of
corrupt justice by a raving mad group of half-breed French who were running out of control in the Red
River Region. The image became a lasting and timeless example of the lawlessness of our methods and a
rallying cry to the rest of Canada to aid in our destruction. It was a regrettable and terrible end to this
young man’s life who hadn’t realize the severity of the situation and who exacerbated his predicament
by excessive drinking and racist and incendiary language. And because his was a brother at the local
Orange Lodge, his powerful friends were sure to seek retribution against us in any and every way they
could.

The death of Thomas Scott signified a change in the fortunes of Riel’s government.
Some say this is what led directly to the downfall of our government. To me it was a just act against an
unstable instigator who was too irrational to be regarded with any degree of respect or sympathy.
Perhaps it was just a bad situation that involved emotional guards and council members with frayed
nerves and riddled with exhaustion, and extreme frustration by prisoners who hadn’t even had the
intention of attacking Fort Garry yet ho had been imprisoned due to a stupid error of judgment by
walking too close to the fort instead of following the road back to Portage la Prairie.
It was likely a combination of all these things.
I was in the courtyard watching the proceedings, but when it was done I took charge and ordered the
crowds to disperse and made sure the body was put in a wooden casket. I refused requests that Thomas
Scott’s body be interred at the local Presbyterian cemetery because I didn’t want his grave to become a
martyr’s shrine. There was great confusion of what happened to his body but if truth be told I don’t
know exactly what happened to it. I ordered that his body be removed from the fort and disposed of.
My men did precisely that and his body was never found. Rumor circulated among my men that they
took his body down to the river and was fed to the fish.
We wanted his death to dissuade others from participating in insurrection but the opposite occurred.
Many took issue with the lack of justice and due process yet that was precisely what we did: follow the
letter of the law. It might have been done in haste but all laws were obeyed. It was clear Thomas Scott
was an inciter and rebel against the legitimate government yet the way his death was carried out,

especially with that final gunshot to the head, it was seen as an arbitrary act of murder. So instead of
dissuading others to foment rebellion it had the opposite effect. It incited an entire populace against us.
Instead of executing an act of clemency against this detestable man, our justice ran afoul of the
Englishman’s and Orangeman’s sense of justice, which is an extremely dangerous thing.
We argued that we had to take a life in order to save many lives. But the press, once they caught hold of
what had transpired, with all the emotion involved during such a cold day after all the events that had
occurred, used it to crush us. And the press reached enough of these very powerful Orangemen that we
knew our days would be numbered. Thomas Scott was made out to be a just young man and loyalist
who was gunned down by the savages who ran the new government in Rupert’s Land that should be
part of Canada. Charlie Mair and John Schultz had been given the break they needed to round up an
armed force of rebels to usurp our functional and legitimate government. The most frustrating thing was
that we had followed the letter of the law and that all these news articles and reports in the newspapers
did not present all the facts so that the picture that was painted was skewered. Leaving out facts was a
way of lying and partiality, which is the kiss of death to any movement. Once the papers in Upper
Canada caught hold of the story, we were fighting an unwinnable battle.
But we kept on and plowed through the growing resistance against us.
This excerpt from an article in The Globe newspaper published in Toronto in April 1870 gives you some
idea of what the ethos was at the time. They published this resolution from the Orange Lodge meeting:
Whereas Brother Thomas Scott, a member of our Order was cruelly murdered by the enemies of
our Queen, country and religion, there be it resolved…we, the members of L. O. L. No. 404 call
upon the Government to avenge his death, pledging ourselves to assist in rescuing Red River
Territory from those who have turned it over to Popery, and bring to justice the murderers of
our countrymen.
It was frustrating to us how the language they used was so inaccurate. They say he was murdered. Well,
no; he was executed according to a ruling from the court of law. There’s a difference. So in this vein our
reaction to the Thomas Scott affair was defensive, and we regarded the Orangemen as dangerous and
cunning, and not as honourable foe. For us, the Métis, this was an important aspect in how we
responded to their lies, slander and outright unfounded hostility. Clearly, we were not dealing with a
rational enemy.
And we treated them accordingly.
It was only five days later that the government opened for business. The timing of the sad Thomas Scott
affair could not have been worse. My comments during that first day of government were recorded:
“The people generally now have, for the first time in the history of this land, a voice in the direction of
public affairs.” It was true that democracy had finally, for the first time, established itself here in the Red
River Territory. It was supposed to be a great day but there was gloom. There was a divide between the
French and the English though no one said anything about it.
And to complicate things further, Father Taché arrived in Red River after a visit to Rome and some
consultations in Ottawa and Montreal. Father Taché had been appointed commissioner by the Canadian
government after meeting with Sir John A MacDonald and George-Étienne Cartier. With this new title
we weren’t sure what powers Father Taché now had. So when he arrived in Red River on March 8th he

settled in the Bishop’s Palace beside St. Boniface Cathedral, we decided to put 20 guards around his
residence to prevent agitators from finding a sympathetic ear. We also chose to arrest those who were
most likely to bend the bishop’s ear against us: Charles Nolin, Salomon Hamelin, John Grant and Angus
McKay. These troublemakers were put in jail.
Father Taché was annoyed with the guards and alarmed at what had transpired since his departure from
the territory months before. When traveling through St. Paul on his way to Red River he had read in the
newspaper there about the Bill of Rights of the new provisional government. But what had upset him
the most was the involvement of his priest with this political movement. He believed the priest’s mission
was always and only the spiritual life of their flock. It was overstepping and dangerous for a priest to
become involved in local politics, and he had long felt this way in Red River with many priest having
become politically involved. One of the first things he did when he returned was to remove two priests
from their churches for such involvement, one being Father Giroux and the other Father Allard.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE PROVINCE OF MANITOBA
Finally we met on March 11th in my office in Fort Garry, with Lépine and O’Donoghue present as well.
Father Taché informed us that the Canadian government were “on board” and that a general amnesty
would be granted to all who were involved with the rebellion and with the formation of the provisional
government. In other words, no one would get into trouble for what had transpired since December 1st.
He told us that he had sent Joseph Howe a copy of the newspaper article outlining the Bill of Rights of
the new Red River provisional government and had heard back from Howe that the bill “looked
satisfactory” and that delegates should be sent as soon as possible to negotiate with the Canadian
government.
To us this was great news. All of it. It meant that we had achieved what we had set out to do: create a
government that would protect us from Manifest Destiny of the British and to protect our land from
profit-hungry speculators. I was thrilled and ordered the guards to leave Father Taché’s residence. There
was no more need for them there if things were now in motion to have negotiators go to Ottawa to
form our province of Assiniboia as part of the confederation.
During the “Convention of Forty” the previous December, we had not only created a Bill of Rights but we
had also elected three negotiators to go to Ottawa to deal directly with the federal government. In our
selection at the time we aimed to have one from each of the three distinct groups found at the
convention: English, French and American. So the three men that were selected for this important job
were Alfred Scott, the bartender at O’Lone’s Saloon; Judge Black, a pro-British spokesman; and Father
Ritchot, a man who had proven his beliefs for the French Métis. Before these three men left for Ottawa
on March 23rd, we also made a point of adding three clauses to the existing Bill of Rights to ensure it
accurately reflected the demands of the people of Red River. It would also ensure that the Bill of Rights
was a legal entity since the provisional government was a legal institution according to law. The three
clauses that were added were that one: the province to enter confederation would be called Assiniboia,
two: the lieutenant-governor must be bilingual, and three: there would amnesty to all who participated
in the Red River resistance. Then, as the trio were on their way to Ottawa, a final clause was added to

the Bill of Rights: that provincial schools would be run by religious orders. This clause would of course
cause some turbulence in the years to come, but at the time it was regarded as a rational addition to the
Bill of Rights of our new province.
All the prisoners were released from Fort Garry on March 24th. After that everything in Red River
returned to normal where farmers prepared for spring and the normal business of the day resumed
without incident. There was hope in the air and we all hoped that the negotiations would succeed after
all the hard work. Father Taché had been warmly welcomed by his parish and by all the priests in the
territory, and his sermons attracted people from all around, leaving their hearts warmed and full of
gratitude for our beautiful land. Many of us were moved to tears when he pleaded for peace and
prosperity and union in our new province. For the first time in many months if not years, there was hope
in my heart that we might achieve a just government, free of partial politics and racist policies that
excluded Métis rights.
St. Patrick’s Day on March 24th was a big celebration. Father Taché gave his sermon in English, which
added to the spirit of reconciliation and unity that dominated the Red River Territory during this time.
We had taken time to assure the Saulteaux and Sioux that their rights too would be protected during the
negotiations with Ottawa, so they too were relaxed and in the spirit of brotherly love also. It was the
flush of spring almost and an optimism buoyed our spirits. For the first time I believed that we would
succeed so it was important to get things in Red River back to normal. I decided to have a firm discussion
with MacTavish and we agreed to re-open the Hudson’s Bay’s trading posts and general store, which
had been closed since the troubles had begun. Mail resumed and a general amnesty was agreed upon so
that everyone was forgiven for any rebellious activities they might have participated in. We kept our
military force fed and busy, choosing to be safe than to open up ourselves to another insurrection, but
the majority of people had grown used to the Métis guards around the territory so there was not issue
with keeping them on.
The warm weather in April made many of the guards excited about returning to their farms to prepare
for spring and the seeding of their lands.
I finally moved into my own dwelling within Fort Garry and used William McDougall’s furniture that he
had left behind after he had fled east in disgrace. For a few weeks it felt like everything was working out.
I was even able to entertain several American businessmen who wanted to build a railway from St. Paul
Minnesota to Winnipeg, but I knew that they had plans for American annexation, which was still a very
serious threat. With a large degree of tact I was able to not make any commitments, which perhaps led
them to decide against building it.
Right around this time I wrote an announcement:
“To the People of the Northwest:
Happy country, to have escaped many misfortunes that were prepared for her! In seeing her
children on the point of war, she recollects the old friendship which used to bind us, and by the
ties of the same patriotism she has re-united them again for the sake of preserving their lives,
their liberties and their happiness.”
It was, I think, an announcement that somehow captured that special feeling of victory and
accomplishment and most importantly that optimism we all felt about our future in Red River, soon to

become the province of Assiniboia – or so I thought. This feeling we enjoyed until the first week in May
when the mail arrived. With the mail we learned that two of our negotiators had been arrested: both
Father Ritchot and Alfred Scott. We learned rather quickly that Charlie Mair and John Schultz had used
the Thomas Scott affair to their advantage and had utilized their connections in the Canada First Party
and their newspaper connections to create an anti-Riel campaign that attacked us. They called us
savages and exaggerated what had happened and distorted the facts that caused many citizens in the
east to join them in condemning us and our methods. They used Thomas Scott’s execution as a rallying
point to take action against us. The night Schultz and Mair arrived in Toronto there was a rally in front of
City Hall where over 5000 people attended. There Schultz took the stage and told great exaggerated lies
about what had happened and how all the patriots and true Canadians were in the dungeons of Fort
Garry. It caught on that action was required so that the next day there was handbills and posters that
were printed all around Orange Ontario saying:
RED RIVER OUTRAGE – A ROPE FOR THE MURDERER RIEL.
Ritchot and Scott were arrested but then released because of the lack of evidence against them, so
when they walked out of jail they were greeted by many admirers, Scott choosing to celebrate his
newfound celebrity at the pub but Ritchot choosing instead to return to his hotel room and brood over
these unforeseen developments. Ritchot was determined to begin negotiations as soon as possible but
was told to wait for Judge Black, who had taken a different route to Ottawa. Finally, when the three of
them were ready to negotiate in Ottawa, Prime Minister MacDonald was savvy enough to delay the
proceedings while the furor surrounding Thomas Scott calmed down. There were many within his
government that were aware of the extreme partiality of the Orangemen so he was wise to move
slowly. Also there were many in his government who sympathized with the Métis of Assiniboia and were
impressed with the bilingual nature of the Bill of Rights as they understood them. Ritchot demanded
that he and his two other negotiators be granted official recognition by the Canadian government so
that the execution of Thomas Scott be regarded as legitimate. The Prime Minister continued to delay,
making excuses for not granting this recognition.
Finally it was promised but they would have to wait for a letter to come from Joseph Howe.
In the meantime, the three negotiators and the Canadian government settled down to discussed the
new province joining confederation. It was exciting but as soon as negotiations began it was plain to see
that Judge Black was inclined to agree with practically everything John A MacDonald proposed, and that
Alfred Scott really wasn’t all that interested. It was Father Ritchot who really stuck to his guns and
insisted on the key points of the Bill of Rights. After a rocky start, things soon began to take shape. The
size of Rupert’s Land was so vast that MacDonald – for practical reasons – didn’t want to have a
province bigger than Ontario or Quebec, especially with so many resources. The new province would be
smaller, which made sense he argued because there were only 15,000 people. Also, the name of the
province was to be called Manitoba, not Assiniboia. (This had been cleared with me because for many
the name “Assiniboia” was too associated with the Hudson’s Bay Company. Manitoba was new and our
own).
Ritchot conceded to the smaller province but he insisted that it become a province so that land claims of
the Métis would be protected – crucial and paramount to the entire endeavor from the beginning. The
Prime Minister was reluctant to grant so much land and thus natural resources to the ownership and
control of the Métis government so he proposed that Manitoba become a province and that existing

land claims be protected but 1.4 million acres of land be allocated to the children of the Métis to ensure
their way of life and culture. For Ritchot this worked because it guaranteed each citizen’s land was
protected from nasty and greedy Anglo land speculators and ensured the longevity and way of life of the
Métis. Ritchot requested that the land be granted around existing Métis communities rather than in big
chunks that was the way Native reserves had been set up in Canada so far. To this MacDonald agreed
but when the “Manitoba Bill” was presented to the House of Commons on May 2nd there had been
some last-minute changes made by the British government. Once change was that the new province of
Manitoba now included the troublesome Portage la Prairie. The amount of land (1.4 million acres) to be
allocated to the Métis and their descendants was the same but nowhere in the bill was it stated how its
distribution and timeframe of this distribution would be done. Upon complaint by Ritchot, MacDonald
smiled and assured him that it would be followed as they had discussed. This small moment of
acquiescence was to haunt Ritchot for the rest of his life. And it was a crucial error in the negotiations
that would lead to the deception and ultimately the suffering of the Métis in the region.
For MacDonald it was a stroke of genius not to explicitly state how the promised lands would be
dispensed.
But for me and my men the most troublesome omission from the passage of the Manitoba Bill was that
there was no clause guaranteeing the amnesty of all those who took up arms during the resistance and
rebellion and forming of the provisional government. Ritchot has pressed this point and was assured
repeatedly that the amnesty dated on December 6th, 1869 was sufficient enough for the amnesty, but
thinking of the Thomas Scott issue that had happened after this date, I was worried that we might be
arrested for our actions. Ritchot was unable to get anything in writing other than the assurance that the
Queen would soon grant us all an amnesty since she was the only one who could legally grant this since
at the time the Red River Territory was not Canadian land. Ritchot returned to Red River without a
written guarantee of amnesty and arrived back in the northwest on June 17th. But before he had left he
had written to the Queen a formal request for this amnesty with the approval and support of the Prime
Minister and the governor-general Sir John Young.
He was told that this amnesty by the Queen would arrive before he landed back in Red River.
But when Ritchot arrived home mid-June he wasn’t surprised that the letter from the Queen had not yet
arrived. Moreover we had heard that there was a “bloodthirsty force” of Orangemen on their way to
Red River. Ritchot tried to calm me down by telling me that yes, a force had left Toronto on May 21st led
by a General Wolseley but it was for us as a police force to help us manage the Natives and to have
more strength managing our new province. Most importantly it was to quell any stirring of American
annexation of Rupert’s Land, which was now Manitoba. We had also heard that some 150 boats that
had been destined to serve Lake Superior we acquired by the Canadian government to form a force that
was to be sent here to Red River to quell the unrest.
Ritchot could only re-iterate that a force was coming from Ottawa but that it was a benign force
designed to support our efforts.
Regardless of these worrisome developments we went ahead and celebrated Ritchot’s return with a 21gun salute. Both Judge Black and Alfred Scott did not return to Red River; Black moved back to Scotland
permanently and Scott moved to New York City where there were certainly more taverns. One week
after this we all met in the chambers and took an official vote to pass the Manitoba Act, which passed

vote unanimously. MacDonald had insisted that I stay on as head of the interim government until the
new lieutenant-governor arrived, a great vote of confidence that went a long way to quell my unease at
the lack of official amnesty.
But I wasn’t the only one who felt anxiety over this question of amnesty. Father Taché was also worried
– to the degree that he left for Ottawa to make sure it was official and written down. Arriving in Ottawa
Father Taché was told the same thing by Cartier (the Prime Minister was ill) and reassured that if he
remained in Ottawa for a few weeks the letter would arrive and he could bring it back to Red River with
him when he returned. But Father Taché was far from reassured. In fact when he was invited to Niagara
to review the troops with Cartier and met Sir John Young he was even more alarmed. The governgeneral was rude to him, and distant in his replies to the question of amnesty. John Young brushed him
off and showed no compassion or feeling for the matter.
Furthermore Father Taché learned that Charlie Mair and John Schultz were in Toronto and had
organized a rally against Cartier and “the traitor Bishop Taché.” There were posters plastered all over
Toronto that read:
SHALL FRENCH REBELS RULE OUR DOMINION?
MEN OF ORANGE, SHALL SCOTT’S BLOOD CRY IN VAIN FOR VENGEANCE?
The leader of the Canada First Party George Denison was also leading the charge, making sure people
knew that “a half a continent was at stake, and it is a stake worth fighting for.” The Orangemen in
Ontario (Upper Canada) were determined not to let the Thomas Scott execution rest without a fight.
Then another unsettling development came into view. On July 4th the Americans in Red River, now
knowing that their dream of American annexation was all but over, were determined to celebrate the
birthday of their nation so they really went to it with the party. George Emmerling decorated the front
of his saloon with green branches symbolizing the olive branches on the American coat-of-arms, and
O’Lone’s Saloon had somehow got their hands on one of the canons from Fort Garry and proceeded to
use it. All day long on July 4th the drinking went on and the canon fired and the carousing spread
throughout the town until later most were drunk and some of the prevailing sentiment came out.
Americans aired their frustration at the turn of events and declared they’d like to hang me for “selling
the Americans down the drain.”
Not only that, the Orangemen/Canadians and even some French made it be known they were tired of
me as the leader and wanted me dead.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE FINAL SHOWDOWN
Red River still had a small population so it was easy to catch wind of these sentiments so the fact that
the proclamation from the Queen declaring amnesty had still not arrived gave me further concern and
reason to worry. Father Taché still had not telegraphed a message of success in getting the letter

officially declaring amnesty, all the while with this impending military force on its way west. We know
now what Sir John A MacDonald had written at the time:
“These impulsive half-breeds have got spoilt by this emeute [rioting] and must be kept down by
a strong hand until they are swamped by the influx of the settlers.”
The cunning politician had a plan to buy some time until the force could land in Red River to subdue the
Métis but he had run into a problem: the Americans did not allow an armed force to travel through their
country to Red River – for obvious national security reasons. So it forced his hand to hack a new trail
along the north shore of Georgian Bay, Lake Huron (the North Channel) and Lake Superior to get to Red
River. The problem was that this was tough land through which to carve a road, especially in winter.
The Prime Minister wanted British military soldiers to accompany the expedition west to Red River but
the British, who had plenty of experience of quelling rebellions in colonies all over the world in 1870,
refused to participate. MacDonald was right that the sight of Red-coated British soldiers would
intimidate us more than a bunch of rounded-up green Canadian militia so he pressed the British to join
the expedition even harder. The British were worried that to antagonize the Natives in Rupert’s Land
would anger the Americans with whom they were trying very hard to re-establish relations. Finally the
British agreed to provide 400 soldiers on the condition that the “Roman Catholic” settlers were given a
fair settlement. One can see now the risk and the design MacDonald and Cartier had in mind during the
negotiations with Father Ritchot, Alfred Scott and Judge Black.
It is indeed a political world out there.

Colonel Wolseley, commander of the Prime Minister’s forces in Red River.
Colonel Wolseley was the right man to lead the armed force west to Winnipeg. He had served in the
British army overseas in the Crimea, India and China, and had been in Canada since 1861. To know the
man would be to say that he was very much a British officer. One can discern for themselves from the
following passage he wrote about me after the conflict:
Instead of [becoming a priest], he [Riel] became a clerk in a shop at St. Paul Minnesota, where
he resided for a few years and was eventually dismissed for dishonesty. His prospects being
under a cloud, he returned to the neighbourhood of Fort Garry and lived in the greatest poverty
with his mother. So indigent were their circumstances, that finding himself succeeding in his role
of demagogue, and considering it necessary to be the possessor of a black cloth coat, he was
obliged to sell his mother’s only cow to procure the money required for that purpose.
One can only wonder how he was able to extrapolate this from the roadmap of my life. It reveals a way
of thinking so completely out of touch with reality that it can either make you laugh or make your blood
boil.
But Wolseley was a powerful man with over 1200 soldiers under his command. The force was made up
of the 400 British regulars, 400 from the Canadian militia and 400 from the Quebec militia. It proved
difficult to fill the 400 spaces with Frenchmen so the Orangemen in Upper Canada were all too happy to

step forward and join the campaign. These were angry young men hell-bent on pursuing Manifest
Destiny and making the dominion strong with British and Scots-Irish stock at any cost.
An excerpt by one of the many soldiers who undertook the campaign gives a good impression of how
they saw the Red River campaign:
They [the soldiers] were prompted by a desire to protect the rights and liberty of the loyal
people of Red River settlement, and to restore the Union Jack to its proper place over the walls
of Fort Garry. In accomplishing this, they expected to meet in honourable combat, the
scoundrels, who insulted our flag, robbed and plundered our fallen subjects, and hunted like
wild beasts, the sturdy English-speaking pioneers who composed the bones and sinews of the
settlement, and lastly without provocation, dyed their hands in the most diabolical butchery of a
fellow being tortured in a manner that Nena Tahile in his palmiest days could never think of.
This of course was the thinking of one of the soldiers in this “friendly expedition [that was to] insure the
safety of the Red River Settlement.”
Regardless of the opinions of the soldiers involved in this campaign, let it be said that these men
endured one of the hardest and most challenging marches in Canadian military history. The force made
it to Fort William (Thunder Bay) on the north shore of Lake Superior but when they were supposed to
meet up with the newly built Dawson Road they were horribly disappointed. The road had been washed
out and destroyed by forest fires, leaving nothing but an overgrown forest and fallen timbers. Backbreaking work was required to overcome the obstacles in their way, each man carrying their own kit
plus the artillery of canons and ammunition needed to subdue the Métis. Even the boats that had been
allocated for the journey proved to be troublesome, many not well designed for the lakes and portages
that had to be traversed in order to reach their destination. The portages were agonizing, with some
over 50 miles long, which included carrying the boats and the hundreds of pounds of food needed to
feed the troops during this arduous journey.
There were long periods of marching through soft muskeg and swamp and the mosquitoes and the wild
black bears made it all seem like hell to most of the men. And this journey that took place in the late
spring and summer of 1870 was wet with melted snow and then, near the end, beset with very hot
temperatures with black flies and the horrors of boots not sturdy enough to take on the terrain. It was a
dreadful experience and one that certainly affected the average soldier’s state of mind when they finally
arrived in the Red River Territory.
Their frustration and anger at the terrain and weather for more than three months of journeying needed
an outlet and our men the Métis were their focus of revenge.
It was the end of August when Wolseley’s force finally arrived in Red River, at first occupying the old
Stone Fort just north of Fort Garry. Alfred Scott had returned from New York City and upon catching up
with the latest developments, urged us to send out a force to meet them on Dawson’s Road and
demand that the amnesty be produced lest they encounter resistance by the Métis. Scott insisted that
we not let them enter Red River and that we hunker down and fight them in a guerilla war because we
knew the terrain and best sniper spots and could hold them off until there was some settlement of the
issue of amnesty. I was very tempted to follow this way of greeting Wolseley but it was Father Taché

who insisted that the amnesty was only days away and that starting armed conflict with such a group of
angry men was a no-win situation.
He cited the letter that had arrived directly from Colonel Wolseley that read:
The force which I have the honour of commanding will enter your Province representing no
party, either in religion or politics and will afford equal protection to the lives and property of all
races and of all creeds. Strictest order and discipline will be maintained and private property will
be carefully respected.
For me this was the guarantee I needed to choose not to confront this force with armed conflict. The
words and the things stated in this letter were exactly what I wanted to hear and I was happy enough
with its contents. I even oversaw the printing of this letter and proceeded to give each citizen a copy of
the letter to assuage any anxiety they might harbour knowing that 1200 hardened soldiers had walked
and boated all the way here from Ottawa.
I even planned to celebrate their arrival with a big bonfire and speeches, one made by myself welcoming
them to Red River. We were to have a grand feast followed by a church service. And to facilitate their
prompt arrival I even sent out four boatloads of men to help clear the old Dawson Road to expedite
their journey.
But none of this transpired.
When our men returned after hearing the banter around the campfires of the soldiers at night, we
heard of nothing but their red-hot desire for revenge against the savages of Red River. Our men told us
that these soldiers of this police force were out for blood. Even worse was the weather on August 23rd,
the night they were on their way south to Fort Garry from the old Stone Fort. It was a storm and the rain
decimated the soldier’s tents, leaving them waterlogged and miserable - a terrible state for any
discourse of friendly peace. The writing was on the wall: we had been deceived by the Prime Minister
and the Canadian government into thinking these men wanted peace and to protect us. It was an
outright deception of monumental proportion. We hadn’t even prepared for this degree of deception.
Too trusting we had been perhaps?
Regardless, our choices were either to dig in our heels and fight this force hardened and chomping at
the bit to kills us half-breeds in a racist fury, or to quietly abandon the fort and open the doors so that
they could end their fiery journey in the comforts of the fort.
The rain did not subside and the men we sent out to see where they were returned late at night, saying
the Wolseley force was only two miles away. I ordered all my men to gather their belongings in
preparation of leaving the fort in the morning, which they did. I could only sleep less than an hour that
night, dreading with worry the potential lethal confrontation that might happen when these wet,
dangerous soldiers arrived at the fort. We were all able to leave Fort Garry just before the arrival of
Wolseley’s men.
In fact I was only 300 yards away from the fort when they entered Fort Garry.

I even heard them give three cheers for the Queen as I stood beside my trusted ally O’Donoghue. I knew
it was the end of it all and that I had to now fend for myself and protect myself from death via an angry
bullet.
I had become an outlaw.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
AFTERMATH
Thus began a period in my life I had never prepared for. It was all so new to me – an educated failed
priest who for the love of family and country had decided to become a humble farmer but who had
been caught up in the protection of my land as well as the lands of my brothers. From there I had
followed the course of justice to ensure we were all protected, not consciously choosing a career in
politics. I had stumbled into it all and now found myself reviled and chased by a group of men with
hatred in their eyes after being promised goodwill and amnesty by a group of elected officials in Ottawa.
It was injustice pure and simple.
And it was so fundamentally wrong that at the time it brought me to the boiling point. However,
perhaps due to my deep religious beliefs I did resign myself to fate but at the same time was not averse
to fight against this intrigue and cunning. I chose to continue to protect myself from men who wanted
me dead. In this I wholeheartedly threw myself into this new phase of running from “the law” and in
effect became an outlaw.
It is true that most of this guile and deception had been born from the Thomas Scott affair. It was the
outward reason why so many had jumped on the pro-British bandwagon and found justice of a kind in
the seeking of my head on a platter, yet the irony was that Thomas Scott had been found guilty in a
court of law and that his execution had not been cold-blooded murder. The twisting of facts and a
focused propaganda war had created a firestorm with me at the centre of it all. It was like a nightmare
that I could awake from.
And this was to become my life.
At the young age of 26.
Most students in schools throughout Canada read about my history in forming Manitoba and defending
Métis land rights, and are aware of the major events of my life, but so very few are given an adequate
understanding of how I came to be regarded as an outlaw. This is what this narrative addresses.
But I cannot leave the reader standing here without some summary of events that were to follow. It is
true that I escaped to St Joseph’s Mission in the Dakota Territory. It was there where I became ill, not
strong enough to return to my beloved Red River even as the new government took power, with many
of my men taking positions of power. When I did eventually return in May, 1871, it was to aid Adams
George Archibald in his defense of Manitoba against the Fenian raids coming from the US. He had
allowed me back into Canada and had actually shaken my hand in front of the 50 or so troops I had
under my command in the defense of Canada from these Irish-American insurgents.

This one handshake caused a stir in Upper Canada that whipped up both anti-Riel sentiment but also
anti-Archibald sentiment.
I was bribed to stay in the US but I resisted, instead running for office in the riding of Provencher, where
I would have won but instead handed my seat to Cartier, who was in favour of my amnesty. His early
death ended my hopes of this much-needed amnesty and again I was an outlaw in my own country so I
was ultimately forced to flee to upstate New York where I took work with Oblate Brothers in
Plattsburgh. I became more interested in religion than politics so that my focus became all about God.
Unfortunately my fervor soon knew no bounds for the Almighty and I had a few outbursts, which landed
me in a mental asylum in Montreal under a pseudonym ‘Louis R David.” There, from 1875 to 1876 I was
treated in the Longue-Pointe Asylum near Montreal, and I was sent to Beauport Asylum near Quebec
City under the name ‘Louis Larochelle” where I went unnoticed due to the large beard I now had. I found
religion as my calling and spent my days writing. I grew calmer and was soon released in 23 January,
1878.
I now called myself Louis David Riel, Prophet, Infallible Pontiff, and Priest King.” I regarded myself as
guided by God.
I returned to upstate New York where I met a woman I wanted to marry in Keeseville. But my heart was
still in the west so I decided to move west and then send for my fiancé Evelina Martin dite Barnabé. I
returned to St Paul and met friends but then went farther west to the Montana Territory near Fort
Benton where I worked as an interpreter and trader before becoming a teacher at a Jesuit Mission
there. Montana was where I was out of reach of the Orangemen and the revengeful militia men that had
made the tough journey across the North Channel of Lake Huron to Winnipeg, essentially connecting
eastern Canada to western Canada. I met and married a fellow Métis Marguerite Monet dite
Bellehumeur. I was rather happy with my books and my wife and two children living in Montana so close
to the border of Canada but my name and what I stood for was not forgotten.
Great men like Gabriel Dumont fought on against injustices in Manitoba and Saskatchewan who
eventually came to down Montana to fetch me to lead the movement once again against prejudice
against the Métis and our struggle for fair representation.

Gabriel Dumont, famous buffalo hunter and Red River fighter.
This was to lead to the second rebellion that would be known in history as the North West Rebellion of
1885 - an event in Canadian history that I would become famous and that I would not survive. My
religious fervor was strong and I chose to take up arms rather than trust the delaying tactics of the
federal government, just as they had done 15 years ago. We raised our guns and fought valiantly at the
Battle of Fish Creek on 24 April, 1885, and then at the Battle of Batoche from May 9 to 12. During these
two battles I did not carry a gun; I merely led my troops on my horse carrying the cross. Nonetheless I
was captured and put on trial with a jury of six Anglophones in Regina, Saskatchewan for treason. I was
found guilty of treason but the jury recommended leniency, but I was sentenced to death - not for
treason - but for the death of Thomas Scott.

Every schoolboy in Canada is given my speech to read and study. I spoke these words below knowing
that they would be recorded and that my early and unjust death would count for something for
centuries to come wherever there is racial injustice and an issue with land rights. I leave that speech
here for readers to have idea of the impact my life had on subsequent generations of Canadians and
students of justice around the world.
The Speech:
Your Honours, gentlemen of the jury: It would be easy for me today to play insanity, because the
circumstances are such as to excite any man, and under the natural excitement of what is taking place
today (I cannot speak English very well, but am to do so, because most of those here speak English),
under the excitement which my trial causes me would justify me not to appear as usual, but with my
mind out of its ordinary condition. I hope with the help of God I will maintain calmness and decorum as
suits this honourable court, this honourable jury.
The Northwest my mother
You have seen by the papers in the hands of the Crown that I am naturally inclined to think of God at the
beginning of my actions. I wish if I do it you won’t take it as a mark of insanity, that you won’t take it as
part of a play of insanity. Oh, my God, help me through Thy grace and the divine influence of Jesus
Christ. Oh, my God, bless me, bless this honourable court, bless this honourable jury, bless my good
lawyers who have come seven hundred leagues to try to save my life, bless also the lawyers for the
Crown, because they have done, I am sure, what they thought their duty. They have shown me fairness
which at first I did not expect from them. Oh, my God, bless all those who are around me through the
grace and influence of Jesus Christ our Savior. Change the curiosity of those who are paying attention to
me, change that curiosity into sympathy with me.
The day of my birth I was helpless and my mother took care of me although she was not able to do it
alone; there was someone to help her to take care of me and I lived. Today, although a man I am as
helpless before this court, in the Dominion of Canada and in this world, as I was helpless on the knees of
my mother the day of my birth. The Northwest is also my mother; it is my mother country and although
my mother country is sick and confirmed in a certain way, there are some from Lower Canada who came
to help her to take care of me during her sickness and I am sure that my mother country will not kill me
more than my mother did forty years ago when I came into the world, because a mother is always a
mother, and even if I have my faults, if she can see I am true, she will be full of love for me.
Indians suffering
When I came into the Northwest in July, the 1st of July 1884, I found the Indians suffering. I found the
half-breeds eating the rotten pork of the Hudson Bay Company and getting sick and weak every day.
Although a half-breed, and having no pretension to help the whites, I also paid attention to them. I saw
they were deprived of responsible government, I saw that they were deprived of their public liberties. I
remembered that half-breed meant white and Indian and while I paid attention to the suffering Indians
and the half-breeds I remembered that the greatest part of my heart and blood was white and I have
directed my attention to help the Indians, help the half-breeds and to help the whites to the best of my
ability. We have made petitions, I have made petitions with others to the Canadian government asking
to relieve the condition of this country.

We have taken time; we have tried to unite all classes, even may speak, all parties. Those who have
been in close communication with me know I have suffered, that I have waited for months to bring
some of the people of the Saskatchewan to an understanding of certain important points in our petition
to the Canadian government and I have done my duty . . .
The agitation in the Northwest Territories would have been constitutional, and would certainly be
constitutional today if, in my opinion, we had not been attacked. Perhaps the Crown has not been able
to find out the particulars, that we were attacked, but as we were on the scene it was easy to
understand. When we sent petitions to the government, they used to answer us by sending police, and
when the rumours were increasing every day that Riel had been shot here or there, or that Riel was
going to be shot by such and such a man, the police would not pay any attention to it. I am glad that I
have mentioned the police, because of the testimony that has been given in the box during the
examination of many of the witnesses. If I had been allowed to put questions to the witnesses, I would
have asked them when it was I said a single word against a single policeman or a single officer . . .
Religious belief
As to religion, what is my belief? What is my insanity about that? My insanity, Your Honours, gentlemen
of the jury, is that I wish to leave Rome aside, inasmuch as it is the cause of division between Catholics
and Protestants. I did not wish to force my views, because in Batoche to the half-breeds that followed
me I used the word, carte blanche. If I have any influence in the new world it is to help in that way and
even if it takes two hundred years to become practical, then after my death that will bring out practical
results, and then my children’s children will shake hands with the Protestants of the new world in a
friendly manner. I do not wish these evils which exist in Europe to be continued, as much as I can
influence it, among the half-breeds. I do not wish that to be repeated in America. That work is not the
work of some days or some years, it is the work of hundreds of years.
Not insane
My condition is helpless, so helpless that my good lawyers, and they have done it by conviction—Mr.
Fitzpatrick in his beautiful speech has proved he believed I was insane—my condition seems to be so
helpless that they have recourse to try and prove insanity to try and save me in that way. If I am insane,
of course I don’t know it, it is a property of insanity to be unable to know it . . .
You have given me your attention, Your Honours; you have given me your attention, gentlemen of the
jury, and this great audience. I see that if I go any further on that point I will lose the favour you have
granted me up to this time, and as I am aiming all the time at practical results, I will stop here, master of
myself, through the help of God. I have only a few more words to say, Your Honours. Gentlemen of the
jury, my reputation, my liberty, my life, are at your discretion. So confident am I, that I have not the
slightest anxiety, not even the slightest doubt, as to your verdict . . .
Sham legislature
The only things I would like to call your attention to before you retire to deliberate are: first, that the
House of Commons, Senate, and ministers of the Dominion, and who make laws for this land and govern
it, are no representation whatever of the people of the Northwest.

Second, that the Northwest Council generated by the federal government has the great defect of its
parent.
Third, the number of members elected for the council by the people make it only a sham representative
legislature and no representative government at all . . .
Acquit me
If you take the plea of the defence that I am not responsible for my acts, acquit me completely since I
have been quarrelling with an insane and irresponsible government. If you pronounce in favour of the
Crown, which contends that I am responsible, acquit me all the same. You are perfectly justified in
declaring that having my reason and sound mind.
I have acted reasonably and in self-defence, while the government, my accuser, being irresponsible, and
consequently insane, cannot but have acted wrong, and if high treason there is it must be on its side and
not on my part.
HIS HONOUR: Are you done?
RIEL: Not yet, if you have the kindness to permit me your attention for a while.
HIS HONOUR: Well, proceed . . .
RIEL: I thank Your Honour for the favour you have granted me in speaking; I thank you for the attention
you have given me, gentlemen of the jury, and I thank those who have had the kindness to encourage
my imperfect way of speaking the English language by your good attention. I put my speech under the
protection of my God, my Saviour, He is the only one who can make it effective. It is possible it should
become effective, as it is proposed to good men, to good people, and to good ladies also.
These were the last words recorded from my life before I was hung from the rafters there that day,
November 16, in Regina, Saskatchewan, 1885.
It took over four minutes for the life in me to stop before my spirit rose to heaven.
I was elected to the House of Commons as a representative three different times but I was not able to
sit in the illustrious building in Ottawa due to the lack of amnesty that never came from the Queen of
England. This one missing piece was the primary cause of my misfortune and led to the end of my life in
1885.

