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HARD-RIDING METIS horsemen attack buffalo in this pain

Alexandre Wilkey had himself been a leading figure in
St. Joseph before his departure. Pierre Berger was also
a leader of his people and is considered one of the
founders of Lewistown, Montana. It is likely that more
complete knowledge would show that the patriarchs of
these clans were connected to each other by inarriage,
so that what on paper looks like a congeries of names
was actually a highly structured kinship network.?!
Fourth, it seems that almost all these families
derived in some way from the métis of Red River. Of the
46 names represented on the petition, only four (Belle-
garde, Berger, Latreille. Norwest) are not found in the
records of the Red River colony. In contrast, none of the
46 names appears among the namnes of the métis bap-
tized by the Right Reverend Mathijas Loras, Bishop of
Dubuque, when in 1839 he visited St. Peter’s mission,
one of the forerunners of the city of St. Paul. It is clear
that when the Old Northwest became Americanized.
there was “a population of ten thousand to fifteen thou-
sand residents of métis communities south and west of
Lakes Superior and Huron,” but it is not clear to what
extent these métis may have moved west and contrib-
uted to the métis population of Red River and the Great
Plains. Individual cases are known, such as the French-
Canadian trader Jean Baptiste Nolin. who moved his
métis wife and children from Sault Ste. Marie, Michi-
gan, to Fort Daer. the predecessor of Pembina, but no
systematic study of such movements has heen done.
Among the signers of Riel’s petition one notices a few
names associated with the American fur trade in Min-
nesota (for example, Rainville, Nonwest), but the over-
whelming majority seems to derive from Red River.
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Whether behind this Red River origin lie further links to
the Amierican Middle West is a question that awaits {ur-
ther research. Nothing would contribute more to métis
studies at the present time than a thorough investigation
of the transnational character of the métis population.*

Even if Riel's petitioners all seem to be directly or
indirectly of Red River origin, many had been living a
long time in the United States at Pembina or St. Joseph.
Community affiliation, defined as the location where the
individual appears to have spent the longest part of his
life before migrating to Moutana, was tabulated where
possible. Pembina/St. Joseph contributed 43 names and
Red River 40, while 18 were unidentified. Those from
Red River were mostly from the parish of St. Francois-
Xavier (White Horse Plains), wheve manyv buffalo hunt-
ers lived. Thus this group resembled the buffale-hunt-
ing parties of the past, in which groups from White
Horse Plains would travel south to merge with their
kinsmen from Pembina and hunt in the Dakota prairies.

Of the 43 métis heads of families from Pembina St.

2 Alexander Ross. The Red Ricer Settlement: Its Rise.
Progress. und Present Stute. 245 (Reprint ed.. Minneapolis,
1957).

22 AL AL Hofbmann, “New Light on OId St. Peter s and
Early St Paul, ™ in Minnesota History, $:27-51 (March. 1927):
Jucqueline Peterson. ~Ethnogenesis: Settlement and Growth
of a "New People” in the Great Lakes Region. 1702-1815.7 42
(puper submitted to the Newberry Libary Conference on the
mcétis in North America. Chicago. September. 1981); [erry
Lemay, “Charles Nolin: Bourgeois Métis 1837-1907.7 2 (un-
published paper, photocopy in Manitoba Historic Resources
Branch, Winnipeg, 1979).
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Joseph, at least 16 had actually been born in Red River
but had been brought as small children to Dakota in the
late 1840s when the Hudson's Bay Company tried to
suppress the métis free traders. Many at that time fol-
Jowed their priest, Father Georges Antoine Belcourt, to
Pembina, when the company expelled him from Assin-
iboia for supporting the free traders.

Petitioners names such as Berger, Laverdure, Wil-
kie, Klyne, and several others were all found in the
census of Pembina County taken i 1850, when it was
still part of the Minnesota Tervitory. By 1880 these
métis had lived over three decades jn the United States.
Most had probably never been formally naturalized. but
to call them British subjects was clearlv misleading. The
group as a whole thus had a majority of de facto Ameri-
can citizens, although there was admittedly a large mi-
nority of British subjects who had only crossed the line
within the last few vears.

IN ANY EVENT. the accuracy of Agent Keller’s asser-
tion about citizenship did not probably matter very
much to his superiors. It was a convenient rationaliza-
tion to settle the matter and avoid facing up to the more
difficult issue of whether the government should create
a reservation for, or in some other way wmake a land
grant to, the métis as a collectivity with a distinct iden-
tity. American policy had always been to deal with
mixed-bloods either by allowing them to become Indi-

ans on a reservation or to give them individual grants of

money or land. The latter strategv was repeatedly fol-
lowed with the French métis of the Old Northwest, who
acted as brokers between the Indians and the United
States government when what is now the Ameyican
Middle West was ceded by treaty.>!

Both strategies had the consequence of preventing
the emergence of an officially recognized métis “nation”

2 Father Belcourt left Red River in October, 1847, and
took up residence in Pembina in August, 1548. See J. M. Bel-
leau, Brief History of Old Pembina 1518-1532. [9-10] (n.p..
1939). This pamphlet is in the Minnesota Historical Society
library. '

* In 18351 Governor Alexander Ramsev of \innesota
Territory negotiated a treaty for cession of the Red River Val-
ley from the Red Lake and Pembina bands of Ojibway. He
took the position that the Indians. not the métis, owned the
land. See Willoughby M. Babcock, “With Ramsev to Pem-
bina: A Treaty-Making Tvip in 1851, in Minnesola History,
38:7 (March, 1962). However. the métis of Pembina were to
recejve free land at the rate of pne-quarter section per family.
Woolworth, in North Dakota History. 42:20, notes that this
would have provided a benefit to the métis without creating
corporate entity to whom the government would bave contin-
uing obligations. In apy event, the treaty was not ratified by
the United States Senate. .

» H[iram] Price, Commissioner of Indjan Affairs. to Sec-
retary of the Interior, May 14, 1881, Oifice of Indian Allairs,
Record Book, M348, rol) 39. NARC 94.

as an enduring collective presence different from either
Indians or whites. Yet the establishment of such an en-
tity was Riel's goal. His petition asked for land to be set
aside solelv for the métis, who “as half-breeds
[stood] between the civilized and unciviized man.” The
document attributed the plight of the métis to the fact
that thev were “scattered amongst other settlers.” Al-
though not spelled out. the clajm was implied for all
métis and not just for the signatories to the petition: of-
ficials reading the petition understood its purpose to be
not just a benefit to a few individuals but “a reservation
for the Half-breeds scattered throughout the Terri-
tory [of Montana].” Thus Riel's request was deeply at
variance with the traditional orientation of American
Indian policy.>>

Systematic research has not been done to track the
subsequent movements of the mélis petitioners. but
they certainly dispersed. The Azures lived for some
vears near St. Peter's Mission on the Sun River, but
Antoine Azure, at least, later returned to the Turtle
Mountain Reservation in North Dakota, as did Baptiste
Bellegarde and probably others. Joseph and MNoise
Ouellette returned to Canada, where they had reason-
ablv well-established homes near Batoche on the South
Saskatchewan River. The Berger and Laverdure clans
settled in numbers in and around Lewistown. Montana,
as did Benjamin Klyne. Lewistown was in its early vears
almost 2 métis community but gradually lost that chay-
acter.

This geographical and social dispersion was matched
by loss of legal identity. When the métis settled as home-
steaders, as around Lewistown, they were treated

LINED UP on a St. Paul street in 1839 is a Red River
cart train about to return to the north.
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legally the same as white settlers. When they were ac-
cepted onto Indian reservations, it was under the legal
fiction of being Indian. Thus the residents of Turtle
Mountain are all legally considered Chippewa (Ojib-
way) Indians, even though the majority are ethnically
métis. What had once been a cohesive and distinctive
society centered at Pembinad/St. Joseph had become a
diaspora submerged within the larger American soci-
etv.

The Canadian government would have liked to see a
similar outcome in Canada. To pacify the métis insur-
gents of 1869-70. a land grant was ordained which, al-
though generous in the amounts of aind involved. was
carefully structured to give the land in severalty rather
than in common. Title was also made readily transfer-
able. The result was that many métis of Red River sold
their allotments in a veritable orgy of speculation and
used the proceeds to move farther west.”™ The Cana-
dian government would have preferred to let matters
rest there. with a de facto diaspora, but the agitation of
Louis Riel in 1883-85 forced it once again to take up
métis claims. The result was a repetition of the land
grants to métis every time that [ndian title to land was
extinguished through treaty in the three prairic proy-
inces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta, as well
as in the Northwest Territories.”"

These land grants were always in severalty and
highly' negotiable 50 as to facilitate sale and forestall
emergence of a consolidated métis land buse. Yet the
mere repetition of the grants created a tradition of
treating the métis as an aboriginal people with their own
identity distinct from the Indians. This partial and im-
plicit recognition was greatly heightened in the package
of constitutional amendments formally adopted in 1952:
“(1) The existing aboriginal and treatv rights of the
aboriginal peoples of Canada are hereby recognized and
affirmed; (2) In this Act. ‘aboriginal peoples of Canada’
includes the Indian, Inuit and Métis peoples of Can-
ada.”®

At the moment, these are still only words. No legal
substance has vet been given to the status of being
métis. They themselves are still geographically scat-
tered without any land of their awn apart from what they
may possess individually. Negoutiations. however, are
under way among the federal government. provincial
governments, and native leaders. and it secms possible
that some form of legal métis status will eventually
emerge to parallel the status of being Indian or Inuit,

It is interesting to speculate what might have ensued
south of the border if the American government had
granted Riel's request. If a métis reservation had heen
formed in Montana, and if Riel had remained there to
fend it the prestige of his name, it might have attracted
many méltis then in the Canadian Northwest. A cohesive
society, openly acknowledged as métis, might have re-
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sumed its existence there. The United States. together
with or instead of Canada, might today be faced with
dealing with both métis and Indians rather than just In-
dians.

Such counterfactual speculations do not affect his-
tory as it really was, but they do show that history re-
sults from human choices. The métis were a transna-
tional community in the 19th century. That they have
acquired at least a shadowy legal identity in Canada
while being dispersed without recognition in the United
States is a consequence of political decisions in the two
countries. It remains to be seen whether recent devel-
opments in Canada may have some impact on ethnic
politics in the United States, encouraging the métis to
re-emerge as a distinct and acknowledged group. Two
straws in the wind are the astonishing popularity of
métis genealogy and the growing interest in métis his-
tory by American historians. It is not impossible that
such trends could signal an awakening of métis ethnic
consciousness in the contemporary United States.?®

* D. N. Sprague. "The Manitoba Land Question.” in
Journal of Canadian Studies. 15:74-84 (Fall. 1950} D. N.
Sprague, “Government Lawlessness in the Administration of
Manitoba Land Claims, 1870-1887." in Manitoba Law Jour-
nal, 10:415-441 (1980).

2 The best account. published by the Métis Association of
Alberta, is Joe Sawchuk, Patricia Sawchuk, Theresa Fergu-
son, Métis Land Rights in Alberta: A Political History.
chapter 4 (Edmonton. 1981). When the métis of Saskatchewan
appealed to Riel for leadership in 1884, he established a pro-
visional government in 1885. The rebellion that followed was
crushed by Canadian forces. Riel was found guilty of treason
and hanged November 16, 1885. He is buried in St. Boniface,
Manitoba.

* Canada. Constitution Act. 1952 part [I. section 33.
“Rights of the Ahoriginal Peoples of Canada.”™

# The first ministers’ conferences on native affairs were
held in Canada in March, 1983. and 1984. Two wmore such
conferences are scheduled 1o take place by 1987.

3 Practitioners of métis genealogy appear to be almost
evervwhere in north-central and northwestern United States
as well as in western Canada. See also Virginia Rogers. "The
Indians and the Métis: Genealogical Sources on Minnesota's
Earliest Settlers.” in Alinnesota History., 46:286-296 (Fall.
1879). An example of historians interest in the métis was the
conference on “The Métis in North America” held at the
Newberey Library. Chicago. in 1981. The seminal publication
in the rediscovery of the American métis is Jacqueline
Peterson, “Prelude to Red River. A Social Portrait of the
Creat Lakes Métis,” in Ethnohistory, 25:41-867 (Winter,
1978}
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